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Phil Hope
The Voluntary Sector is rightly celebrated for the immense contribution it makes
to our society. Millions of people know at first hand the impact it can have, either
through working for it, or volunteering, or by experiencing its support. Each
year, individual achievements by volunteers and Voluntary and Community
Sector employees are recognised through the honours system, or highlighted in
the media.
This journal is part of a growing effort to go beyond the celebration of specific
instances. It is part of a collective desire to develop a stronger and broader body
of evidence on the work of the sector and its impact, and to share learning more
effectively between practitioners and those with an academic interest in the
voluntary sector, and indeed the wider third sector.
This enhanced evidence base is essential not only to support policy, but also to
enable third sector organisations to continuously adapt and improve their work,
to ensure that the sector has the greatest possible impact in people’s lives. I am
delighted that The Journal of Voluntary Sector Research has taken up this
challenge, and I warmly welcome it.
Phil Hope MP
Minister for the Third Sector
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Gary Kitchen
“Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind”
(Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason)
The idea for The Journal of Voluntary Sector Research was developed during the
summer of 2007. I had felt for some time that much of the research carried out
by, or for, the voluntary sector tended to disappear before anyone had had a
chance to assess its value. The main reason why such research was not more
widely available appeared to be because there was no suitable outlet for it. The
loss of such research made itself felt both as a failure to record contributions, at
least some of which were significant, as well as in the absence of such findings
from reviews of literature.
The proposal to develop a journal in this field received a generally positive
response from a remarkable variety of people, with potential interest stretching
beyond the traditional audience of university academics to include voluntary
sector organisations, statutory agencies, consultants, and further education
colleges – indeed anyone seeking to learn from or better understand the
voluntary sector.
The Journal employs a double-blind method of peer review to ensure that each
submission is reviewed by two independent referees from the Editorial Board
who do not know the identity of the author. The idea is that articles are assessed
on their own merits rather than on their provenance. The Editorial Board, in turn,
is made up of a mixture of academics and practitioners who can give a balanced
perspective on each submission. All Board members are selected on the basis
that they have a good knowledge and understanding of social research with the
voluntary sector, as a result of working in the sector themselves, or as academics
or consultants, or through some other role.
Voluntary sector research often has significant subject matter but can sometimes
be let down by poorly developed research methods, undermining the plausibility
of its own findings. The Journal aims to set a benchmark for credibility in this field
by insisting on proper standards of review. Whereas practitioner research can
sometimes neglect methodology as a result of its focus on practical content,
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practitioners, and we wished to avoid this tendency also.
The Journal aims to be both credible and accessible, steering a middle course
between purely academic research and practitioner research, taking the best
from each, balancing form and content, not neglecting method but not
forgetting substance either. The aim is to create a publication whose findings
help meet the need for research evidence to inform and underpin good practice
and performance improvement in the sector as well as contributing to the total
of knowledge in this field of social research.
The initial fruits of this process can be seen in the articles that follow. In the first
article Lucy Holmes gives us a valuable insight into how voluntary sector
researchers can respond to the challenges of carrying out research with people
who already have a relationship with the organisation as service users. In the
second Colin Williams draws upon data from the Citizenship Survey to
demonstrate the extent and importance of informal volunteering, which he
believes is often undeservedly neglected in public policy. In the third Jenny Shaw
describes the key role that can be played by voluntary organisations in widening
participation in higher education and calls for adequate funding of the
partnerships underpinning this process. In the fourth article John Miles draws
lessons for older people’s involvement from research carried out in an inner
London borough, suggesting that it is not just whether such initiatives are
‘bottom up’ or ‘top down’ that ultimately determines their effectiveness in
getting the voices of older people heard. In the fifth article John Schulz and
Anthony Kelly present a clear account of the impact of volunteering in
underdeveloped countries on the practice of teachers returning to the UK.
I am grateful to the members of the Editorial Board, who responded to the call
for expressions of interest last year in a very positive way and have helped turn
the Journal from idea to reality.
Whilst the role of the Board is important, ultimate responsibility for decisions on
what to accept or reject rests with myself as Editor, and I await with interest –
and not a little trepidation – the reader’s judgement on how well the aims of the
Journal have been achieved.
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Lucy Holmes
Abstract
This article considers the challenges presented to voluntary sector researchers
conducting research directly with people who have a pre-existing relationship
with their organisation. The article is based on the author’s experience of
designing and conducting a research project which involved conducting in-depth
interviews with a number of family members who had reported someone missing
to the national charity Missing People. The research described in this article was
designed to examine the impact on families when someone goes missing.
Recommendations provide guidance for researchers planning research with
service users.
Key words
Missing People; research ethics; voluntary sector research; service user
Introduction
Conducting research in the voluntary sector can be extremely rewarding,
intellectually challenging and academically valuable. It also has unique pitfalls
compared to conducting research from the safety of a university department or
government agency. Voluntary sector organisations often work directly with and
on behalf of groups of people who have important relationships with the
organisation. Negotiating research methods and access to research participants
in these circumstances can involve an extra dimension of responsibility and risk.
This article aims to explore and account for the risks and challenges associated
with inviting service users to take part in research as well as providing
recommendations to researchers planning research within a voluntary sector
organisation. The article draws on the author’s experience in conducting a
research project, for a voluntary sector organisation, which involved in-depth
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family member.
The research described in this article aims to contribute to the existing literature
about the impact of people going missing, extending the scope of previous
projects and concentrating in more depth on the issue of missing adults whose
disappearance has not been explained. The research has examined both the
emotional and practical impacts, and has sought to explore the wide range of
impacts experienced in different circumstances. The research findings will
contribute to Missing People’s service development, to the wider policy debate
around the issues, and to academic investigation of the issue of missing people.
The first section of this article describes a number of risks and obstacles facing
researchers working in voluntary sector organisations and working with service
users as research participants. The second section considers the benefits of this
method of conducting research. The concluding section provides a number of
recommendations for researchers planning on including service users in voluntary
sector research.
Context
Missing People is the UK’s only charity that works with young runaways, missing
and unidentified people, their families and others who care for them. Missing
People recorded nearly 30,000 enquiries on missing people (including young
people missing from care and notifications from the police) during 2007/08.
Over 1,000 of these became actively managed family support cases. Case
workers provide support, advice, guidance and practical help to families of
missing people, and liaise with police officers and staff working on the case.
Case managers maintain contact with families indefinitely where the missing
person remains missing. Families are allocated a named case worker, and this
relationship may be sustained over a long period; the long term nature of
relationships provides stability and consistency of support.
As well as providing support for families case managers can organise publicity
in the media – on TV, newspapers, radio and other media including Teletext and
MoMedia plasma screens on buses. The media can help find vulnerable missing
people and generate information relating to the unidentified.
Missing People’s Policy and Research team provides a national knowledge focal
point in the field of missing people. The team aims to promote policy making
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support available to missing people and the families they leave behind. The policy
function is evidence-based, drawing on the organisation’s own wealth of
information, research and expertise. The team undertakes original research and
also collaborates with external researchers to provide support for research and
evaluation in the field.
Missing people
The Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) defines a missing person as:
“anyone whose whereabouts is unknown whatever the circumstances of
disappearance. They will be considered missing until located and their well-being
or otherwise established” (ACPO, 2005: 8). This definition provides for situations
in which the missing person does not wish to be found; once the police are
satisfied of their safety, they will no longer class the person as missing. This
definition depends on there being someone left behind to define a person as
missing, but recognises that the circumstances in which someone goes missing
should not affect whether they are classified as missing.
People go missing in a range of situations and scenarios, from teenagers running
away to adults fleeing domestic violence, from undiscovered homicides to people
with Alzheimer’s who have wandered away from a care setting. Any definition
of “missing” should include those people who go missing deliberately as well as
those who go missing for other reasons. Payne’s (1995) typology of missing
people describes “runaways” who have deliberately gone missing;
“throwaways” who have been rejected; “pushaways” who have been forced to
go missing by circumstances; “fallaways” who have drifted out of contact; and
“takeaways” who have been forcibly taken away (Payne, 1995: 337). This is
complemented by Biehal, Mitchell and Wade’s (2003) “missing continuum”,
which conceptualises missing people as situated along a continuum of reasons
for going missing. This ranges from “intentional” to “unintentional”, indicating
that at one extreme of the continuum people go missing unintentionally through
forced absence or abduction, whilst at the other extreme some people choose
to cut off all ties and disappear completely (Biehal et al., 2003: 3).
Missing People estimates that between 210,000 and 230,000 missing person
reports are made each year in the UK, of which around two thirds are incidents
of people under 18 going missing (Missing People, 2007). Tarling and Burrows’
2004 study of Metropolitan Police missing person cases found that ninety-nine
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The length of time, or duration, of “missing” incidents can depend on the
individual’s circumstances when they went missing. Most young people who run
away do so for only a short period, but some people lose touch with family
members and friends gradually, and they can be missing for a very long time
(Missing People, 2007). A large majority of missing person cases are resolved
very quickly, and most missing people are located. Less than one per cent of
people reported missing are later found to be dead (Tarling and Burrows, 2004;
Newiss, 2004; Newiss, 1999).
Impact on families
To date, relatively little work has been done to examine or measure the impact
on families when someone goes missing, particularly when they are missing for
a long period of time. The work that has been done has primarily concentrated
on the emotional impact of “unresolved” or “ambiguous” loss.
Boss (2002) identified two types of ambiguous loss. One is experienced when
someone is “physically present but psychologically absent”, while the other
describes when “a person is physically absent yet psychologically present… Family
members may not know if the person is still alive or the state of his or her
wellbeing” (Betz and Thorngren, 2006: 359). The impact of ambiguous loss can
be serious and long lasting:
Being confused, unable to grieve, feeling ambivalent, denying the idea
of ‘closure’ – all are natural reactions to ambiguous loss…. Ambiguity
can become lifelong trauma if it continues incessantly (Boss, 2002: 16).
People say that they are ‘in limbo’ because nothing about this problem
in their lives can be resolved (Payne, 1995: 343-4).
Researchers in this area have recognised that, while missing people can face a
variety of risks, the people they leave behind can also experience a range of
difficulties. As well as the feelings of loss, practical problems can arise:
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themselves) suffer significant health, work, quality of life, emotional,
relationship, economic, and other impacts associated with the missing
person incident (Henderson et al., 2000: 4).
Families ‘left behind’ by adults may have severe practical problems…
Practical and financial problems also continue and may worsen as
immediate resources are exhausted (Payne, 1995: 343-4).
The research project
In order to examine the impacts on family members when someone goes
missing, a group of 27 potential interviewees were sampled from the database
of families who have ongoing contact with Missing People. They were sampled
on the basis of having a family member still missing, and that their case was
being actively case-managed. The initial contact with sample members was made
by their case managers. The case managers obtained permission for the
researcher to send a letter explaining the research. At this stage caseworkers
screened out sample members for whom the timing was inappropriate and could
cause undue distress (this happened in two cases). One family decided at this
stage that they would prefer not to receive a letter from a researcher. Permission
was obtained to write to 24 families.
After sending letters to sample members, the researcher then telephoned all
recipients to explain the study and how the research was unconnected to the
management of families’ cases, and to answer any questions. At this stage most
sample members were happy to make arrangements to meet the researcher.
One sample member decided that he would prefer not to meet in person, or talk
on the telephone, but agreed to take part via email. Four sample members lived
a prohibitively long distance away, or found it more convenient to talk on the
telephone. Three further sample members could not be contacted in time, and
so were excluded from the final sample.
Twenty interviews were conducted – fifteen in person, four by telephone and one
by email. All in-person and telephone interviews were digitally recorded and
subsequently transcribed verbatim. Interviews all took at least one hour, with
some lasting more than an hour and a half. The first five interviews were treated
as a pilot phase, and were conducted using a semi-structured interview schedule.
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subsequent interviews followed a fairly loose topic guide.
The characteristicsof the intervieweesrangedwidely.Twenty-two people took part
intotal,includingtwomarriedcoupleswhowereinterviewedjointly.Fiveweremen,
seventeenwerewomen.Fivewerethemothersofmissingpeople,twowerefathers,
nine were siblings of the missing person and six were the sons or daughters of the
missing person. All of the interviewees were interviewed in the UK.
The missing people were similarly diverse. Twelve were women, nine were men.
The group included two teenagers, four people in their twenties, four in their
thirties, six in their forties, two in their fifties, two in their sixties and one in their
seventies. Eight of the missing people had been missing for less than one year
at the time of the interview, five had been missing for between one and three
years, five had been missing for between four and ten years, and three had been
missing for more than ten years. Eleven of the missing people had been
categorised by the family’s case manager as “endangered missing”, six were
“missing”, and three had “lost contact”.
Analysis of this research is ongoing, and due for publication later this year
(Holmes, 2008). Early analysis indicates that the impacts on families left behind
when someone is missing fit into three domains: financial and legal impacts;
emotional and social impacts; and impacts associated with practical issues and
support services.
The risks and obstacles: internal conflicts
There are a number of challenges associated with undertaking research within
an organisation that also fulfils other functions. Three key challenges are
presented by the different requirements and aims of the different departments
of the organisation, such as media and communications, fundraising, and
services. In order for a voluntary sector research project to run smoothly, and for
the participants to experience the most benefit and the least risk, it is important
that it has the support of all branches of the organisation.
Service providers – in this case the families’ case workers – focus on providing
services, and have an interest in research interviews insofar as they may provide
information about cases, or about their own successes and failures. However, this
reveals an underlying conflict between the usefulness of interview data, and the
importance of confidentiality in ensuring data quality.
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example, the interviewee may disclose information that has not been directly
solicited by the interviewer. Such a disclosure could have a significant effect on
the services that could or should be provided to the interviewee by the
organisation. In the case of this research project, families’ case managers
expressed interest in seeing interview transcripts in order to check them for
important information relating to their work. This produced a conflict between
the organisation’s needs for effective case management and the researcher’s
need to guarantee confidentiality to interviewees.
At the planning stages of this project, it was felt that if family members believed
that their case workers would have access to their interviews they would worry
that this could alter the way their case was handled. For some interviewees this
could have been a significant enough factor for them to choose not to take part.
An additional risk was that interviewees would curtail their comments about
their displeasure with any aspect of the service, if they thought their case worker
would read it.
The research team believed that in the interests of confidentiality, and to enable
interviewees to speak freely about all aspects of their case management, entire
interviews should not be shared with service providers. During interviews some
participants questioned the researcher about their case management, or about
other aspects of their situation, and in such cases they were asked to contact
their case worker directly. At no stage were messages passed or questions
answered by the researcher. However, this division between research and service
provision posed further obstacles to cooperation with staff internally, who were
focussed on problem-solving work rather than research.
Similarly, the need for the Services team to discover more about the effectiveness
of the charity’s service provision led to pressure to include the topic in the
interview schedule. It became apparent, however, that interviewees were
reluctant to disclose problems or complaints about the charity, or when they did,
this was tempered by reassurances that they were still grateful for its support:
I have a very good relationship with Missing People
(Mother of a man missing for two years).
The nature of the comments made during the fieldwork for this project
demonstrates that when conducting a research project by and for a service-
providing voluntary sector organisation, the researcher is seen by the participants
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reluctant to give full and frank feedback about the service they have received.
Despite assurances before, during and after the interview that nothing would be
passed to case workers, the nature of comments about the organisation was
such that it could only inform future service evaluation, rather than provide
reliable information about the effectiveness of services.
Also, for various reasons, the sample used for this project consisted solely of
families who were in continuing contact with the organisation. This means that
as an exercise in evaluation it would have been biased in favour the views of
people who had sought and successfully maintained contact with the charity.
The Fundraising and Communications departments have often used testimonials
from service users in their work, either to promote awareness of the work of
the organisation or for use in fundraising materials. Once research findings are
published there is scope for an accompanying media campaign based on the
findings, and it is possible that colleagues in a media team may wish to ask
participants to take part. However, service users may already be conscious of
needing to manage their family’s public image. More than one interviewee in this
project reported that they conceal certain thoughts and feelings from public
view:
Some of [the] antisocial aspects of his behaviour… need to be glossed
over… to keep some public sympathy (Sister of a man missing for one
year).
In a research report which describes findings from a range of interviews, these
feelings are contextualised and anonymised, thus protecting the interviewee’s
reputation or image. But if a participant becomes publicly linked to the research
project, they risk being associated with socially undesirable thoughts or feelings,
or with undesirable characteristics of the missing person, even if these do not
apply directly to their situation.
The potential for media involvement also raises ethical concerns about informed
consent. Interview participants who are also service users have a vested interest
in the success of the charity, and may therefore wish to help with fundraising or
media activities as well as research. Once all the outputs from a project have
been produced, participants could review these and decide whether they wish
to help publicise them. However, if there are likely to be a number of outputs
from the research produced after the initial publicity, the participants would not
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consent to being publicly linked to them.
The demands from other teams in the charity that conflicted with the researcher’s
own aims had to be managed effectively. Whilst interview arrangements had
made clear that quotations might be published, the researcher did not feel that
it was appropriate to make available large portions of transcripts for use in media
campaigns. While they might have provided useful material for such campaigns,
the researcher felt that this was not in the spirit of the research procedures and
agreements. In the end the teams decided that anything that entered the public
domain, by way of being included in a publicly available research report or article,
could be used (and referenced appropriately) in media campaign literature.
Nothing else would be made available to the Services, Communications or
Fundraising teams.
Risks associated with interviewing service users
Conducting research within voluntary sector organisations differs substantially
from other forms of social research. As an independent researcher the
interviewer represents only him or herself, or their academic institution and
researchers in general. If a research participant had a negative experience of
research they would be unlikely to take part in any future research, but they
would be unlikely to experience any damage to their existing support network
or receipt of services. However, interviewers conducting research for service-
providing organisations must safeguard interviewees’ opinions of the
organisation. A negative interview experience, in this context, could potentially
rob a research participant of an important source of support.
During this project, interviewees described relying on the charity for a great deal
of support and practical assistance:
Missing People have been really helpful… they can reach a wider
audience with their magazines (Brother of a man missing for five years).
I really like [my case worker] (Mother of a man missing for one year).
Had any of the participants found the interview overly distressing, or felt that
they had been treated improperly, their relationship with the organisation as a
whole could have been soured.
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achieved by prior planning, including clear communication about boundaries,
planned topics for questions, the length of time it should take, clear explanation
of how the data will be used, and a little bit about the interviewer. Once the
interview begins, the interviewer must take care to create a suitable atmosphere
and rapport with the participant. Guillemin and Gillam’s 2004 discussion of
procedural ethics, “ethics in practice” (microethics) and reflexivity provides a
useful starting point for considering the importance of researchers’ behaviour
and its impact on research participants (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004).
As well as the conduct of the interview itself, how the researcher handles the
immediate aftermath of the interview can have an impact on how the participant
reacts to the experience. Spending time with the participant after the interview
has finished, and making arrangements about how they will receive any further
communications, can help to emphasise that the researcher is part of a support
organisation, and that regardless of what has been said, that support will
continue as before. Further to this, giving the interviewee plenty of information
in advance, about what the interview will entail, allows them to make
arrangements for their own support afterwards. An example of this was an
interviewee on this project who had asked a neighbour to visit when she saw the
interviewer leave, just in case the interviewee needed cheering up.
As well as bringing an added dimension of risk to the interview, participants’
prior relationship with the organisation can affect data quality both positively
and negatively. Trust in an organisation that has been built up over a number of
years can encourage participants to take part and to answer fully and freely.
However, there is also the possibility that participants are more likely to answer
in a way that they hope will most benefit the organisation. Further to this,
despite assurances that interviews would remain confidential and would be used
for research purposes only, it is possible that interviewees concealed or
downplayed any dissatisfaction with services they had received because of their
ongoing need for support from the organisation.
The benefits
Gaining access to research participants is always a challenge, and can be
particularly difficult for voluntary sector researchers with limited resources (in
terms of time, staffing and money). Having access to a large number of contacts
who have an existing relationship with (and hopefully trust in) the organisation
provides an enormous benefit to researchers.
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other agencies, and also increases the chances that the participants will
understand the organisation’s remit and areas of work, compared with sampling
externally. The trust in and familiarity with the organisation are likely to increase
each sample member’s likelihood of agreeing to take part in the research.
In order to justify involving service users in research about potentially distressing
subjects, the research project must have a clear and stated purpose. Clearly there
is a tension between asking research participants to give their time to talk about
sensitive issues and the aim of the research, which is to find out more about
these issues. However, Guillemin and Gillam suggest that the potential risks
associated with this tension can be resolved “if the subjects of the research take
up the goals of the research as their own; they are then not being used as mere
means or tools by the researchers” (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004: 271). In the
case of this project, the strong emphasis on improving service provision ensured
that participants could appreciate the benefit to others in their position.
Lowes and Gill observed, whilst conducting research with parents of children
diagnosed with diabetes, that “…the most common reason for participating
was associated with a sense of altruism” (Lowes and Gill, 2006: 590). The same
altruistic impulse was observed during this project, combined with a sense of
giving something back to the charity. Many of the participants in this research
had received a number of services from the charity over an extended period of
time and several had made financial donations as well. The opportunity afforded
by this research to do something that would benefit both the charity and others
in their situation is one that conferred unforeseen benefits that should not be
underestimated.
I really hope a lot of good comes out of this research (Mother of a man
missing for one year)
I’m just glad if I could help (Mother of a man missing for four years).
As well as affording service users the opportunity to give something back,
interviewing service users about their experiences can bring additional benefits.
Firstly, as Lowes and Gill (2006) have demonstrated, participants may be grateful
for “…the opportunity to dedicate time to talking about their experiences, which
they had not found time to do in the normal course of their lives” (Lowes and
Gill, 2006: 591). Lowes and Gill go on to recognise the potential benefits of this
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of qualitative interviewing as ‘serendipitous therapy’” (Lowes and Gill, 2006:
593).
This beneficial aspect of interviewing was also recognised on this project. One
interview took place on the day after the anniversary of the interviewee’s
mother’s disappearance. Rather than being distressed by the interview, the
interviewee said:
I think it helps more… to talk about it… than it does to sit and dwell on
it (Daughter of a woman missing for one year).
While in-depth interviews may elicit profound emotions, and may be a
temporarily upsetting experience, handled sensitively the process may be one
of unburdening. In this context, the well-being of research staff must be carefully
considered. In an article describing a reflexive consideration of a qualitative
research project, Connolly describes a similar experience:
Unlike a psychotherapist who first hears and then assists the
traumatised victim navigate through his or her recovery process, I heard
their experiences and then was left to hold or bear their stories. The
need for emotional and collegial support when doing research of this
nature… was crucial (Connolly and Reilly, 2007: 9)
Voluntary sector organisations which support service users are likely to hold a
great deal of expertise internally, and so are well placed to provide similar support
to researchers conducting fieldwork with service users.
Conclusions
Conducting research within a voluntary sector organisation has several
advantages, including the organisation’s good reputation, and access to suitable
(and often willing!) research participants. However, conducting research directly
with individuals who have a parallel relationship with other departments in the
organisation raises obstacles to good research. The following recommendations
provide a reference for researchers in the voluntary sector planning research with
service users:
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by the organisation. This set of procedures should include: confidentiality
policy; data protection; ethical planning and review procedures; risk analysis;
guidance and safety instructions for fieldworkers; participant sampling and
contact procedures; and arrangements for any subsequent contact, such as
providing copies of transcripts, thank you letters and copies of reports (as
appropriate).
￿ Involve all relevant departments of the organisation in the development of
research procedures. Although procedures may be amended subject to
suitable approval, prior planning means that there is a framework upon which
decisions can be based. Involving all relevant departments will help colleagues
understand and support the separation between research and other areas of
work. In this research, both the Services and Communications teams had an
input into the planning of how the researcher would contact participants,
and how research findings would subsequently be used so as to benefit media
strategies whilst addressing confidentiality and other ethical concerns.
￿ Ensure buy-in from all departments by explaining research aims fully. Research
aims and methods may come into conflict with some aims of other
departments in an organisation but when cooperation is required, in order to
support and protect service users, it is necessary for all staff involved fully to
understand and support the research project.
￿ Where potential tensions exist, maintain a clear separation between research
and the organisation’s other areas of work, and communicate this clearly both
to colleagues and to research participants. This separation may be maintained
by clear documentation of procedures before research commences, and by a
full understanding by the researchers of the importance of protecting
confidentiality both externally and internally.
￿ Plan in advance how to ensure appropriate levels of internal confidentiality.
The appropriate level of confidentiality will depend not only on the topic of
the research, but also on the types of services provided to service users, and
on the campaigning and fundraising activities of the organisation. However,
it is appropriate to decide on internal confidentiality procedures before
embarking on a research programme in order to avoid case by case
discussions, with the attendant risks of inconsistency and confusion.
￿ Decide early on whether you want to conduct research or service evaluation,
and design your work accordingly. Service users are likely to see an internal
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feedback. However, bear in mind that you may wish to use different methods
for service evaluation, such as an anonymous questionnaire, or getting
external researchers to carry out the fieldwork. Given that the interviews can
provide a useful way of approaching the issue of the charity’s services, it may
be a useful time to broker an alternative arrangement for gathering evaluative
information. For example, permission may be sought to leave, or send at a
later date, an anonymous satisfaction questionnaire so that more honest
answers may be elicited.
￿ Consider also sampling participants who do not have a pre-existing relationship
with the organisation. Depending on the nature of the services offered by the
organisation, it may be worth making the effort to sample research participants
who have not had prior involvement with the organisation. This would be
useful both for research and evaluation projects. If, however, the sample is
drawn entirely from people with a pre-existing relationship with the
organisation, it is important to acknowledge and minimise this potential sample
bias. The planned uses of the data will determine to what extent such bias will
render the findings more or less useful.
￿ Consider notifying service providers when a service user has completed any
research involvement so they can be alert for any reaction or repercussions.
This will ensure that if there are any developments in a case that might affect
the use of research data or the appropriateness of follow-up contact, the
service provision staff can protect the interests of the service users.
￿ Consider providing extra training for researchers in interview techniques,
particularly where the research topics are sensitive or distressing. This will be
especially important for new researchers, or for members of the team who are
more accustomed to providing support services.
￿ Support for researchers after conducting fieldwork. Plans should be made in
advance of starting research to debrief interviewers after interviews, and to
provide access to more formal emotional support where necessary.
Involving service users as research participants will undoubtedly entail risks, but
they can be mitigated by careful planning before the research design is agreed.
Voluntary sector researchers must weigh up the benefits with the potential risks
of putting individuals in the dual role of service user and research participant.
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PO Box 28908, London SW14 7ZU, E-mail: lucy.holmes@missingpeople.org.uk
References
ACPO (2005) Guidance on the Management, Recording and Investigation of
Missing Persons (Bramshill: National Centre for Policing Excellence on behalf
of the Association of Chief Police Officers).
Betz, G. and Thorngren, J.M. (2006) ‘Ambiguous Loss and the Family Grieving
Process’, The Family Journal: Counselling and Therapy for Couples and Families,
14, 4: 359-365.
Biehal, N., Mitchell, F. and Wade, J. (2003) Lost From View: Missing Persons in
the UK (Bristol: The Policy Press).
Boss, P.G. (2002) ‘Ambiguous Loss: Working with Families of the Missing”,
Family Process, 41: 14-17.
Connolly, K. and Reilly, R.C. (2007) ‘Emergent Issues When Researching Trauma:
A Confessional Tale’, Qualitative Inquiry, 13: 522-540.
Guillemin, M. and Gillam, L. (2004) ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important
Moments” in Research’, Qualitative Inquiry, 10: 261-280.
Henderson, M, Henderson, P. and Kiernan, C. (2000) ‘Missing Persons: Incidence,
Issues and Impacts’, Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice No. 144
(Canberra: Australian Institute of Criminology).
Holmes, L. (2008, forthcoming) Living in Limbo: The Experiences of, and Impacts
on, the Families of Missing People (London: Missing People).
Lowes, L. and Gill, P. (2006) ‘Participants’ experiences of being interviewed about
an emotive topic’, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 55: 587-595.
© The Journal of Voluntary Sector Research 2008 23
The Service User as Research Participant - Lucy Holmes ￿Missing People (2007) Research to Date (London: Missing People).
Newiss, G. (2004) ‘Understanding the risk of going missing: estimating the risk
of fatal outcomes in cancelled cases’, Policing: An International Journal of
Police Strategies & Management, 29: 246–60.
Newiss, G. (1999) Missing Presumed…? The Police Response to Missing Persons.
Police Research Series Paper 114. (London: Home Office, Policing and Reducing
Crime Unit).
Payne, M. (1995) ‘Understanding ‘Going Missing’: issues for social work and
social services’, British Journal of Social Work, 25: 333-348.
Tarling, R. and Burrows, J. (2004) ‘The nature and outcome of going missing: the
challenge of developing effective risk assessment procedures’, International
Journal of Police Science and Management, 6: 16-26.
© The Journal of Voluntary Sector Research 2008 24
￿ The Service User as Research Participant - Lucy HolmesDeveloping a Culture of Volunteering:
Beyond the Third Sector Approach
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Abstract
Until now, governments have predominantly pursued the development of a
culture of volunteering by giving primacy to nurturing participation in voluntary
groups (here termed a third sector approach) rather than the development of
informal volunteering (here termed a fourth sector approach). This paper
evaluates critically the implications and legitimacy of pursuing this third sector
approach. Drawing upon data from the 2007 Citizenship Survey, this approach
of developing formal volunteering is shown to result in a type of volunteering
being given primacy that relatively few engage in compared with informal
volunteering, and a form more reflective of the types of volunteering engaged
in by relatively affluent populations. It is here argued that there is a need to
complement this third sector approach of nurturing formal volunteering with a
‘fourth sector’ approach that seeks to develop informal volunteering. The paper
concludes by outlining some possible policy measures that might be employed
to implement this fourth sector approach.
Key words
Third sector; voluntary organisations; active citizenship; informal volunteering;
formal voluntary groups; United Kingdom
Introduction
This paper evaluates critically the legitimacy and implications of developing a
culture of volunteering by following a ‘third sector’ path which fosters
participation in voluntary groups. To do this, the first section will highlight how
this approach that focuses upon nurturing formal volunteering (helping via
groups) has been widely embraced by the UK government (e.g., DETR, 1999;
Home Office, 1999, 2003, 2005; HM Treasury, 2007; HM Treasury and Home
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the 2007 Citizenship Survey, it will be then revealed that such a third sector
approach focuses upon developing a type of voluntary work that relatively few
engage in compared with informal volunteering, and a form of volunteering
that is more popular amongst relatively affluent populations. Reviewing the
implications of these findings, the third section then calls for this third sector
approach to be complemented by a ‘fourth sector’ approach that develops
informal volunteering, which is based on a participatory culture that is not only
more commonly used but also more familiar to deprived populations. The paper
concludes by outlining some possible policy initiatives that could be adopted by
this fourth sector approach so as to nurture informal volunteering.
Throughout this paper, and reflecting the Compact Volunteering Code of Good
Practice (Home Office, 2005), volunteering is defined as any activity which
involves spending time, unpaid, doing something which aims to benefit someone
(individuals or groups) other than or in addition to, close relatives, or to benefit
the environment. This is a widely accepted definition (e.g., Davis Smith, 1998;
Field and Hedges, 1984; Low et al., 2008; Lynn and Davis Smith, 1992).
Volunteering, therefore, covers a heterogeneous range of activities (see Home
Office, 1999). On the one hand, there is relatively formal or ‘third sector’
volunteering which is defined here as ‘giving help through groups, clubs or
organisations to benefit other people or the environment’ (DCLG, 2008: 19;
Low et al., 2008: 11). On the other hand, there is informal or ‘fourth sector’
volunteering which involves ‘giving unpaid help as an individual to people who
are not relatives’ (DCLG 2008: 19). Although this distinction between ‘formal’
(third sector) and ‘informal’ (fourth sector) volunteering is used in most studies
(e.g., Coulthard et al., 2002; Davis Smith, 1998; DCLG, 2008; Field and Hedges,
1984; Kershaw et al., 2000; Krishnamurthy et al., 2001; Low et al., 2008; Lynn
and Davis Smith, 1992; Prime et al., 2002), two very different perspectives
towards these forms of volunteering can be adopted. Either they can be seen as
two equally important types of volunteering, or they can be portrayed as
inhabiting different positions in a normative and temporal hierarchy, with
informal volunteering viewed as more simplistic and formal volunteering a
mature form of voluntary activity. As will be shown throughout this paper,
whether the former or latter view is adopted has important implications for how
the voluntary sector is developed.
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volunteering
In the UK and well beyond, as mentioned above, it has become commonplace
to differentiate between ‘formal’ volunteering (helping via groups) and informal
volunteering (micro-level one-to-one aid). It is important to realise, however, that
the widespread focus when seeking to develop the voluntary sector has been
upon fostering formal volunteering, namely participation in voluntary groups
(e.g., Anheier and Salamon, 2001; Dekker and Van Den Broek, 1998; Merrett,
2001; Perotin, 2001; Salamon, 2001; Stoll, 2001). Relatively little attention has
been paid to fostering informal volunteering in the form of one-to-one aid.
The UK exemplifies this third sector approach that views the development of the
voluntary sector and the development of participation in voluntary groups as
synonymous. Over the past decade or so, numerous reports have been produced
across UK government on volunteering (e.g., DETR, 1999; Home Office, 1999,
2003, 2005; HM Treasury, 2007; HM Treasury and Home Office, 2003; Social
Exclusion Unit, 1998, 2000). All give primacy to the nurturing of voluntary groups
(a third sector approach) and pay little or no attention to cultivating informal
volunteering (a fourth sector approach). Indeed, in May 2006, this reached its
apogee when several government agencies previously responsible for harnessing
the voluntary sector were brought together to form a new Office of the Third
Sector. Defining the ‘third sector’ as non-governmental organisations which are
driven by their values and which principally reinvest any financial surpluses to
further social, environmental or cultural objectives, only formal volunteering
(helping via groups) is now covered. Informal volunteering in the form of one-
to-one aid is by this definition no longer included as part of the ‘third sector’.
Indeed, it is for precisely this reason that formal volunteering (helping via groups)
is here referred to as ‘third sector’ volunteering and informal volunteering
(helping one a one-to-one basis) as ‘fourth sector’ volunteering.
To understand the reasons for giving such primacy in policy circles to the
development of formal volunteering (helping via groups) whilst sweeping
informal volunteering off the policy agenda, it is useful to return to the Policy
Action Team no. 9 report on Community Self-Help published by the Home Office
(1999) and to explore some of the narratives being used when discussing formal
and informal volunteering. As this seminal report explains,
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active engagement with their neighbourhood. Knowingly or not, most
are on a ‘ladder of involvement’, with simple [my emphasis] acts of
good neighbourliness at one end and a regular commitment with a
formal voluntary or statutory organisation, or a position of community
leadership at the other (Home Office, 1999: 30).
In this portrayal, in consequence, formal and informal volunteering are ranked
in a normative and temporal hierarchy. Participation in voluntary groups (formal
volunteering) is portrayed as a ‘mature’ and emergent form of volunteering
which other activities evolve into as they develop, and therefore it is argued that
voluntary groups should be developed in order to help volunteers ‘“graduate”
to greater engagement with their community’ (Home Office, 1999: 30). What
are viewed as ‘simple’ acts of one-to-one volunteering are thus relegated to a
marginal and unimportant status relative to participation in voluntary groups.
The result of this temporal and normative sequencing is that informal
volunteering is removed from further consideration as a means of developing the
voluntary sector.
Why is this hierarchical portrayal of formal and informal volunteering adopted?
At least three possible reasons can be put forward. Firstly, government policy
may be simply reflecting the shift in focus within academic enquiry in this realm.
While earlier work emphasised the benefits of maintaining close ties between
people who already know each other (e.g., Young and Wilmott, 1975), the new
wave of thinking associated with the fuzzy concept of social capital (e.g.,
Putnam, 2000) has tended to emphasise the beneficial effects of what
Granovetter (1973) calls the ‘strength of weak ties’. In other words, there has
been a shift from emphasising strong bonds to building bridges between people
so that they can interact (Gittell and Vidal, 1998; Putnam, 2000). Government
policy may well be reflecting this, focusing upon increasing participation in
voluntary groups because it believes this to be the means by which the strength
of weak ties can be developed (Perri 6, 1997; Home Office, 1999).
A second possible reason for focusing upon formal volunteering is that this may
be an entirely pragmatic response by policy-makers. Fostering voluntary groups,
associations and organisations is relatively straightforward. Giving money to
formal community associations and evaluating the impacts is something that
policy-makers know how to do. Informal volunteering, in contrast, is not so easy
to develop. As one member of the Home Office Policy Action Team responsible
for producing the Community Self-Help report (Home Office, 1999) put it in
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which one might set about expanding one-to-one volunteering was a major
stumbling block to advocating its development.
A third possible reason for this emphasis on developing voluntary groups might
lie in the contrasting historical approaches towards its development in political
thought (Burns and Taylor, 1998; Burns et al., 2004). Stretching back well over
a century are two traditions of self-help with their origins in Smiles (1866) and
Kropotkin (1902), that emphasise individualist and collectivist approaches
respectively. Seen in this light, it is little surprise that New Labour, with its roots
in the historical tradition embedded in co-operative self-help endeavour, has
sought to harness collectivist forms of volunteering and perhaps perceived
informal volunteering as more akin to the individualist tradition associated with
Samuel Smiles and neo-liberal thought.
Given that none of these explanations are mutually exclusive, it is probably a
combination of them all that has resulted in this hierarchical representation and
emphasis on developing voluntary groups. Whatever the reason, however, it is
the implications of adopting such an approach that are important to analyse. Is
it the case that this third sector approach is giving primacy to a form of
volunteering more characteristic of some populations than others? And is it
neglecting the cultures of volunteering of other populations? To answer these
questions, the results of a recent survey that investigates the extent and nature
of volunteering are now reported.
Levels of participation in formal and informal volunteering
The 2001 Home Office Citizenship Survey (HOCS) was the first of what became
a series of surveys to assess social cohesion and civil renewal so as to assess the
Home Office’s performance against Public Service Agreement targets. The 2001
survey had a sample of 15,475 people aged sixteen and over in England and
Wales, a nationally representative sample of 10,015 and a minority ethnic
booster of 5,460 (see Prime et al., 2002). This survey has since been repeated in
2003 (Pennant, 2005), 2005 (Kitchen et al., 2006; Murphy et al., 2005) and
2007 (DCLG, 2008). It is a household survey based on face-to-face interviews
and until 2007 had a representative core sample of almost 10,000 adults in
England and Wales, with a minority ethnic boost sample of 5,000 to ensure that
the views of these groups are robustly represented.
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Since 2007, the survey has moved to a continuous design, allowing the provision
of headline findings on a quarterly basis. The findings for 2007 reported in this
paper are based on first and second quarter (April-September 2007) data, based
on 4,321 core interviews and an additional 2,451 interviews with people from
minority ethnic groups. These data are weighted to correct for unequal sampling
probabilities and non-response by sub-groups. This weighting ensures that the
sample matches the census population figures in terms of their age, sex and
regional distribution.
Table 1 reports participation rates in formal and informal volunteering in 2001,
2003, 2005 and 2007. Across all four time periods, and whether participation
is measured as being at least once a month or at least once in the last 12 months,
the finding is that informal volunteering is more common than participation in
voluntary groups. In 2001, for instance, over two-thirds (67 per cent) of
respondents had engaged at least once in informal volunteering in the last 12
months but only just over a third (39 per cent) in voluntary groups. Similarly,
over a third (34 per cent) of people in 2001 had engaged in informal one-to-one
acts at least once a month but only a quarter (26 per cent) had done so in
groups. Informal volunteering, therefore, is more widespread than participation
in voluntary groups. This applies in all four years in which the Citizenship survey
has been conducted.
Table 1
Levels of participation in formal and informal volunteering: 2001, 2003, 2005,
and 2007
Informal Formal All
volunteering volunteering volunteering
At least once a month:
2001 34 27 47
2003 37 28 50
2005 37 29 50
2007 35 27 48
At least once in the last year:
2001 67 39 74
2003 63 42 72
2005 68 44 76
2007 64 44 73
Source: Citizenship Survey, 2007 (DCLG 2008, Table 1)Analysing whether the balance is changing between formal and informal
volunteering, meanwhile, Table 1 reveals that there is little change when those
who volunteer on a frequent basis are examined. Analysing those who engaged
in formal or informal volunteering at least once in the past year, meanwhile,
there has been a rise between 2001 and 2007 in the levels of formal
volunteering (from 39 per cent to 44 per cent); whilst informal volunteering has
fallen (from 67 per cent to 64 per cent). Overall, therefore, there does appear to
be a slight overall shift in the culture of volunteering, with engagement in groups
becoming more common and informal volunteering less widespread. This,
however, should not be exaggerated. Overall, informal volunteering remains far
more widespread than formal volunteering.
These findings could be interpreted, if one views formal and informal
volunteering in hierarchical terms, as a sign that progression is being made
towards a more ‘mature’ culture of volunteering in the UK. More people are
engaging in voluntary sector groups and fewer in informal volunteering, so
despite the overall drop in volunteering, the suggestion is that a more ‘mature’
volunteering culture is being achieved. Viewing formal and informal volunteering
as simply two contrasting types of voluntary activity, however, produces a very
different reading. Seen through this lens, these findings display that the current
third sector approach of fostering participation in voluntary groups appears to
be leading to a reduction in the level of informal volunteering and consequently
in overall volunteering activity in the UK, which has reduced from 74 per cent
to 73 per cent between 2001 and 2007, despite the growth in formal
volunteering. The lesson, therefore, is that the current policy focus on developing
participation in voluntary groups perhaps needs to be complemented with a
fourth sector approach that seeks to nurture informal volunteering so as to raise
overall participation rates.
Cultures of volunteering: socio-economic and spatial variations
Over the past decade, there has been a growing interest in the nature of the
socio-economic and spatial variations in formal and informal volunteering
(Merrill, 2006; Milligan, 2007; Williams 2003a, 2003b, 2004). One argument to
have emerged from these studies that use 2001 data is that the culture of
volunteering in deprived areas is more grounded in informal volunteering, whilst
in affluent areas it is more oriented towards participation in voluntary groups
(Williams, 2003b, 2004).
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geographical variations in the extent of formal and informal volunteering in the
UK. Using the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) produced by the Department
of Communities and Local Government (DCLR), participation rates in formal and
informal volunteering were measured in wards ranging from the most to the
least deprived. The finding is that although participation in both formal and
informal volunteering is significantly greater in more affluent areas, it is the
proportion of people involved in voluntary groups that differs by the largest
margin when comparing the least and most deprived areas. In the month prior
to interview in the most affluent wards, 37 per cent engaged in informal and 31
per cent in formal volunteering, whilst in the most deprived neighbourhoods, the
gap was much larger, with 29 per cent engaging in informal but just 18 per cent
in formal volunteering. In consequence, affluent areas have a more formally-
oriented volunteering culture than deprived areas. While nearly twice the
proportion of the population engage in formal volunteering in affluent areas
compared with the most deprived areas, the proportion involved in informal
community activities differs by just 8 percentage points (37 per cent compared
with 29 per cent).
To develop the voluntary sector by nurturing formal volunteering is thus to
attempt to do so by cultivating a type of voluntary work that relatively few
engage in and one that is more characteristic of affluent areas, while
disregarding informal volunteering, that is both a more popular form of
volunteering and also more characteristic of the participatory culture of less
affluent areas.
Similar conclusions are reached when analysing how participation varies across
different income groups, Table 3 reveals that not only do lower-income groups
have lower participation rates in formal and informal volunteering but also that
participation in voluntary groups is a relatively rare type of engagement
compared with higher-income groups. Volunteering amongst lower-income
groups is very much orientated towards one-to-one aid rather than helping via
groups. Amongst more affluent populations, however, a far greater proportion
engages in formal volunteering. As such, engagement in formal volunteering is
much more part of the participatory culture of relatively affluent groups.
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7Indeed, nearly twice the proportion of the highest-income group had engaged
in formal volunteering in the last 12 months compared with the lowest-income
group (66 per cent compared with 36 per cent), whilst the proportion involved
in informal volunteering across these two income groups differs by just 14
percentage points (70 per cent compared with 56 per cent). Participating in
voluntary groups is much more a part of the participatory culture of affluent
than deprived populations. Deprived populations, in contrast, have a more
informally orientated participatory culture. What, therefore, are the implications
for policy?
Policy implications
These findings reveals that the third sector approach of fostering voluntary
groups concentrates on developing a participatory culture more characteristic
of affluent than deprived populations. Viewed from a perspective that
conceptualises a hierarchy of forms of voluntary activity, this approach is not
problematic. Seen through this lens, the government is simply pursuing the
development of a more mature participatory culture by encouraging people to
‘graduate’ to more advanced forms of volunteering (Home Office, 1999).
Seen from a perspective that views these simply as different forms of
volunteering, however, it is not a great leap in logic to suggest that this third
sector approach reflects the bias of policy-makers towards the participatory
cultures of affluent populations, with the result that a relatively foreign form of
action is being imposed onto deprived populations whose own participatory
culture is neither valued nor seen as worthy of further development. However,
it is important to assert that this is not necessarily the reason for such a focus.
The policy emphasis on voluntary groups, as suggested earlier, can also just as
much be read as a product of the increasing importance being attached to weak
ties, the collectivist traditions of left-wing political thought, and/or the
pragmatism of policy-makers.
Ultimately, however, the explanation for this focus upon voluntary groups is
unimportant. The crucial issue is that adopting such an approach results in a
predisposition towards developing a form of volunteering that relatively few
engage in compared with informal volunteering, and a form more reflective of
the volunteering culture of relatively affluent populations. What, therefore, is
the way forward? Here, I wish to argue that perhaps the first step is to overcome
the normative and temporal sequencing often imposed onto these different
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volunteering as ‘simple’ (Home Office, 1999). If this were accomplished, a policy
approach more appreciative of informal volunteering could start to emerge.
To move towards an approach that seeks to complement the third sector route
with a ‘fourth sector’ approach of developing informal volunteering, thought
needs to be given to how one-to-one volunteering can be further cultivated.
Nearly all initiatives to promote volunteering in the UK so far focus solely upon
helping via groups (see HM Treasury, 2007). Although the Higher Education
Active Community Fund is one notable exception and an example of the way in
which informal volunteering can be directly nurtured, many other initiatives that
could facilitate one-to-one volunteering have not done so. Here, I am thinking
of the Experience Corps for those over 50 years old, Community Champions, the
Community Empowerment Fund and the Community Chest, all of which
strongly have emphasised engagement in some form of association or group
but could also be implemented in a manner that nurtures informal volunteering.
Using these initiatives to facilitate informal volunteering, however, is likely to
prove difficult to implement in practice. For those officials charged with
managing such initiatives, fostering voluntary groups is relatively straightforward
to monitor and evaluate. Giving money to individuals to engage in informal
volunteering is far more difficult. To overcome this problem - that monitoring and
evaluating participation in informal volunteering would be difficult if the current
raft of initiatives were used to support informal volunteering - the proposal here
is that public policy needs to seriously consider pursuing other policy initiatives.
The suggestion here is that systems of mutual exchange could be established and
then, once they are operating, participants could monitor and evaluate each
other. How might this be achieved? Here, two initiatives are outlined that are
potentially capable of nurturing informal volunteering in a manner that is easily
monitored and evaluated, namely local exchange and trading schemes (e.g.,
Williams et al., 2001) and time banks (e.g., Boyle, 1999; Cahn, 2000). Both
foster one-to-one volunteering by putting those who need help, and those
wishing to provide help, in contact with each other. As such, they both directly
address the main incentives most likely to get people involved in informal
volunteering in the future identified in the Citizenship Survey, namely whether
they know someone who needs help (stated by 54 per cent of respondents) and
being asked to help by someone (44 per cent). Below each measure is outlined,
along with the relatively soluble, but real, problems of implementing them.
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LETS are non-profit making associations that enable people to help each other
out on a one-to-one basis by putting those in need of aid in touch with those
who are willing to help (see North 1996, 1999). They do this by compiling a
directory that lists the services that members would like (‘requests’) along with
a list of the types of help that members are willing to provide (‘offers’). The
receiver and supplier then use a local currency created by the LETS for the
purpose of reimbursement. Similar to national currency, a cheque is written by
the purchaser and given to the supplier who sends it to the LETS bank, which
credits and debits the accounts. Although UK policy-makers at one time
displayed considerable interest in the potential of LETS as bridges into work for
unemployed people, the aim here would be to use them for a different purpose.
Rather than cultivate them as springboards into employment, it is argued that
they should be used principally as a vehicle for facilitating informal volunteering.
The benefit of using LETS for this purpose is that this is precisely the role in which
they are most effective. A recent national survey based on a postal survey of all
LETS coordinators, 2,515 postal questionnaires, in-depth action-orientated
research and interviews with key figures in UK LETS finds that they are most
effective as capacity-building vehicles that develop acts of one-to-one aid rather
than as springboards into formal employment. Indeed, some 76 per cent of
members asserted that LETS had helped them to develop a network of people
on whom they could call for help (Williams et al., 2001).
LETS are thus one potential tool for cultivating informal volunteering by
identifying in a structured manner people who need help and detailing the help
required, to which informal volunteers can respond. For LETS to be effective in
this regard, however, several alterations are needed in both their internal and
external operating environment (see Williams et al., 2001). One essential change
is that much greater clarity is required by central government over how LETS
earnings are to be treated, especially with regard to registered unemployed
people, taxation and social security benefits. Unless resolved, then lower-income
populations, especially the jobless, will continue to conclude that joining is too
much of a risk.
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A second measure for enabling informal volunteering is time banks, or what in
the US have been called ‘time dollar’ schemes. Time banks reward informal
volunteering by paying one ‘hour’ for each hour of commitment, which can at
any time be ‘cashed in’ by requesting an hour’s work in return from the system
(Boyle, 1999; Cahn, 2000). As such, time banks record, store and reward
transactions where neighbours help neighbours. The Time Dollar network was
started in Miami, Florida in 1983 by law professor Edgar Cahn (Cahn, 2000;
Cahn and Rowe, 1992; Jacobson et al., 2000). The idea is that everybody has
talents and can contribute their time to become ‘co-producers’ rather than mere
consumers of social welfare initiatives. Their popularity continues to grow. In the
USA, the time banks online directory lists 65 active time dollar operations in the
USA and 64 under development (Time Dollar Institute, 2008). In the UK,
meanwhile, there are 85 active time banks and 43 in development (Seyfang and
Smith, 2002; Time Banks, 2008)
The only national evaluation in the UK shows that they are currently far more
successful than LETS in encouraging less affluent populations to engage in one-
to-one aid, not least because the UK government has clearly stated that
participation in such schemes has no consequences for tax or social security
contributions (Seyfang and Smith, 2002). Indeed, nearly all participants in time
banks assert that this scheme has enabled them to develop a support network
of people upon whom they can call for help, and enabled them to more easily
help others by providing clear indications of opportunities to do so. Unlike LETS,
which were often vehemently opposed to being co-opted by the state and their
institutionalization for active welfare purposes, and which often deliberately
marketed themselves as alternative ‘economic’ systems, time banks have
positioned themselves as ‘welfare’ rather than ‘economic’ vehicles dedicated to
facilitating community participation, and there has been greater willingness
amongst their founders to present themselves as a civil society complement to
private and public sector welfare provision.
Conclusions
Evaluating critically the implications of harnessing the voluntary sector by the
‘third sector’ route of developing voluntary groups, this paper has shown that
there exists a greater propensity to help people on an individual one-to-one basis
(informal volunteering) than via groups (formal volunteering), and that formal
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affluent populations. By failing to nurture informal volunteering, in consequence,
UK public policy not only neglects the most common form of volunteering but
also one that is relatively more common in deprived populations, compared with
participation in voluntary groups.
The finding of this paper, therefore, is that perhaps public policy needs to pay
as much, if not more, attention to the issue of developing informal volunteering.
The problem with using the current raft of public policy initiatives to do so is
that there would be a major problem in monitoring and evaluating participation.
In consequence, it has here been advocated that systems of mutual exchange are
established and then, once they are operating, participants monitor and evaluate
each other. In doing this, the government outlay is minimal and at the same
time, it avoids the difficult issue of monitoring and evaluation. In this regard two
initiatives have been outlined that are well suited to this approach, namely local
exchange and trading schemes and time banks. There are doubtless many more.
Whether these initiatives are the measures that should be the focus of a fourth
sector approach that takes more seriously the issue of fostering informal
volunteering is perhaps not the crucial issue. Much more important is that unless
attempts are made to further develop informal volunteering, especially in less
affluent populations, then a public policy approach will continue to be pursued
that focuses upon nurturing a form of volunteering that relatively few engage
in and is more characteristic of the participatory culture of affluent populations.
If this paper starts to encourage reflection on whether the current third sector
approach needs to be complemented with this fourth sector approach that seeks
to nurture informal volunteering, along with greater discussion of the measures
that might be used to foster informal volunteering, then it will have achieved its
major objective.
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Abstract
This article evaluates a number of partnerships between voluntary organisations
and higher education institutions aimed at widening participation in higher
education. Within the study, voluntary sector partners were found to be playing
a number of roles, including marketing and promotion of higher education
opportunities, providing additional support for learners and acting as a critical
friend to higher education institutions. Underpinning this was the ability of the
voluntary sector partner to understand the community at a level than was often
unavailable to the higher education partner otherwise. This study suggests that
both sectors may benefit from working together, though partnership working is
neither an easy nor a swift option. Furthermore, only adequate funding will
enable such partnerships to develop and flourish. Given the potential of such
work, it is suggested that funders take such partnerships seriously and consider
the valuable potential role of the voluntary sector in widening participation in
higher education.
Key words
Higher education; widening participation; community education; partnership
Background and Context
Concerns about widening participation in higher education are nothing new,
indeed concerns about the fairness of the higher education system and its role
in social reproduction date back at least to the 1970s (Bourdieu and Passeron,
1977) and in some respects much earlier (Hayton and Paczuska, 2002). Recently
the focus of policy has been firmly upon the economic benefits of higher
education to the individual and the economy (DfES, 2003a, 2003b; DIUS, 2007).
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change (Whaley, 2000) – a community as well as an individual focus. A liberal
approach to education has historically concerned itself with social change as
well as individual benefit, and the social and community purpose of such
education has often been the overriding concern (Watson and Taylor, 1998).
Elements of a “social change” approach to higher education still persist to this
day, and are often to be found in “Centres for Lifelong Learning” and other
similar units that specialise in the continuing education of adults. Indeed Titmus
observes that British universities have engaged in this kind of liberal education
for over a century (Titmus, 1985) and many institutions were founded on such
principles. A coherent body of work (see for example West, 1996; Merrill, 1999;
Thompson et al., 2000; Bowl, 2003; Tuckett et al., 2007), almost invariably
drawing on practical experience of working with adult learners, speaks
eloquently of the impact of (higher) education on communities, or of individuals
situated in their communities. For example, West contends that higher education
can be “a potential resource to be used for rebuilding whole lives and
communities and therefore a very public good” (West, 1996: 216).
Community education for social change, therefore, is an arguably unfashionable
yet persistent strand within higher education and one that contributes to the
wider aims of the widening participation agenda. However, community
education in its truest sense should “arise from a genuine dialogue between the
community and the university” (Watson and Taylor, 1998: 116), which is not
always the case in practice. This is where the voluntary sector has the potential
to play a role (O’Brien and Ó Fathaigh, 2005) through partnership working with
the higher education sector with the common goal of ensuring that the benefits
of higher education – both individual and collective – are successfully brought
to the community.
This article uses evidence from four examples of higher education/voluntary
sector partnerships in order to explore the potential role of the voluntary sector
in widening participation in higher education. While the scale of the study was
too small to allow for definitive conclusions, it is able to flag up areas of interest
and concern in the words of practitioners themselves, both from the voluntary
sector and the higher education sector. It provides an account, firstly, of the
potential impacts and benefits of community higher education observed by the
practitioners involved in the projects; secondly, of the difficulties experienced by
higher education institutions in developing and delivering successful community
education; and thirdly, how productive partnerships between higher education
and the voluntary sector are able to address these issues.
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funded by Aimhigher and the European Social Fund during 2004-5. Aimhigher
is an England-wide programme funded by the UK Government that aims to
widen participation in higher education among under-represented groups.
Although its focus is now solely on young working class people of school age,
in 2004-5 its scope was much broader and adults with no previous experience
of higher education were also targeted. However, work with schools and colleges
has always tended to dominate, with 85% of higher education institutions in
England reporting that they had grown their partnership working with schools
as a result of Aimhigher. Conversely, only 29% reported a similar growth in
partnership with voluntary sector organisations (Bowers-Brown et al., 2006: 10)
suggesting that this is an under-developed area of work.
Four partnerships are represented in this article, with five practitioners from
within those partnerships quoted throughout. Three of these partnerships involve
Centres for Lifelong Learning in pre-1992 Universities working closely with the
community and with voluntary/community sector partners. The fourth example
involves a university that has a lifelong learning mission and had a fieldworker
within a particular local community who had set up a number of partnerships
with voluntary bodies. The voluntary sector partners represented (including those
not directly interviewed) included a work advice centre, a district voluntary
services association, a resource centre for carers and a group of faith-based
organisations.
The four projects on which these practitioners were reporting are as follows:
￿ Delivery of taster programmes leading to a short, accredited higher education
level programme on Citizenship aimed at a range of under-represented groups
including those with a history of offending behaviour, those with experience
of homelessness and/or substance misuse, single parents (including young
single parents) and people from black and minority ethnic groups.
￿ Delivery of short, accredited higher education modules on Working with
Young People to volunteer youth workers in rural areas at a community
location.
￿ In-depth advice and guidance on higher education, delivered flexibly including
in individuals’ homes, leading to a range of short accredited higher education
modules and/or longer programmes of study.
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aimed primarily at Muslim women, with articulated progression into an
Honours Degree programme.
Of the five practitioners quoted in this article, two were employed by voluntary
sector organisations and three by higher education institutions (HEIs). Of the three
HEI employees, two were employed as advice and guidance workers, both
working closely with voluntary sector organisations and both closely identifying
themselves with the communities in which they were working. The other HE
employee worked as a project manager with a broad widening participation brief.
Method and constraints
The original evaluation on which this article was based incorporated a literature
review and eight in-depth semi-structured one to one interviews with
practitioners. The literature review took as its focus the experiences of adult
learners in accessing and succeeding in higher education. These interviews were
all conducted by the author, recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were then
analysed in depth using a coding framework developed in response to the
themes emerging from the literature review. The initial findings were then
presented to an audience of practitioners from the higher education and
voluntary sectors who provided feedback both on the significance of the findings
and on their interpretation, and some of the topics were later discussed at length
by a larger audience of practitioners from both sectors in a day-long event. Notes
were taken from both these events and used to review and enhance the original
data analysis.
For the purpose of this article, an additional literature review was undertaken
concentrating on the community education aspects of higher education and on
HE-voluntary sector partnerships. Five of the original eight interviews were
selected and re-analysed using an enhanced coding framework drawn from a
combination of both literature reviews.
One constraint of this study is that it was not possible to interview those
participating in the project - the learners themselves. The views of the
participants are consequently mediated through the perceptions of the
practitioners. While efforts were made to triangulate the reported views of
participants with their actual behaviour, drawn from official project monitoring
documentation, this does mean that certain findings, particularly those relating
to the impacts of the projects, need to be interpreted with some caution.
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time the original interviews were carried out, the author was working within
Aimhigher and had an existing professional relationship with four of the five
practitioners. This relationship included some potential influence over the future
funding of projects. For this reason it was thought possible that some of the
participants may have biased the reporting of their projects towards positive
achievement. This was taken into account in analysing the transcripts. However
it was apparent that all those interviewed were willing to talk about the
difficulties they had encountered, and where the project had not gone to plan.
In fact, compared with the interview with the one practitioner with whom the
author had had no previous contact, those who were known to the author
appeared more willing to discuss difficulties and to paint a candid picture. This
experience correlates broadly with the experiences of those conducting
ethnographic studies by participant-observation, in which it is assumed that a
true understanding is gained over time through building relationships with those
observed and interviewed. However this also brings into play the potential for
bias in interpreting the findings, which needs to be acknowledged in the context
of this study.
Findings
The findings are presented within three broad areas. Firstly, some brief evidence
is presented of the type of social and community impacts that might be achieved
through community based higher education of this type. Secondly, a key feature
of the voluntary sector partner is explored - that of having a deep understanding
of the client group not usually accessible to those working within higher
education. This suggests that the voluntary sector partner has the potential to
play a vital role in ensuring that the whole range of social and community
impacts are realised within projects of this kind. It is worth noting at this point
that staff working within higher education who themselves come from and
remain close to targeted communities may also have the potential to play this
role. This is further explored in the third section of findings, an exploration of the
type of role played by voluntary sector partners.
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A striking finding of the study was the extent and variety of the social and
community benefit of the educational experience reported by practitioner on
behalf of the participants. These included an increase in self-respect and feeling
of empowerment, increased family and social cohesion and direct benefits to
the community.
In her study of adult learners participating in higher education, Marion Bowl
reported participants as feeling they had gained self respect and the respect of
others as a result of their participation (Bowl, 2003: 110) and there was evidence
of a similar impact in this study. Practitioners talked of the increased confidence
and self-belief of the participants, especially where practitioners saw participants
over a long period of time and were able to observe this change. An important
identified aspect of this increased confidence was the sense of “personal power”
and control that participants felt that they were gaining over their lives. For
example one practitioner commented:
a lot of clients….[feel] they have been in somebody else’s hands and
[have not had] any power so it’s about….developing people’s inner
personal power (Voluntary sector guidance worker)
Hayton and Paczuska point out the importance of higher education in
developing the critical thinking skills required both for intellectual empowerment
and the development of individuals as citizens (Hayton and Paczuska, 2002).
This type of empowerment has always been at the heart of a “social purpose”
approach to education (Watson and Taylor, 1998).
Further examples of empowerment were expressed across all the partnerships.
One practitioner who had provided guidance to a participant about her options
for taking a course leading to nursing reflected that:
If she can take that forward….that’s enabling her to start to take some
sort of control of her own destiny, rather than being a knocking ball
(University advice and guidance worker).
Another practitioner talked about giving participants choices:
Beneficiaries….at the end of the programme are in a position to make
a real choice for themselves….it opens up doors….it gives them that
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education background (University advice and guidance worker).
This was a reflection not only of the transformational impacts of participating in
(or even contemplating participating in) higher education but also of the lack of
control and power previously experienced by some of the participants in the
projects. For some this was a lack of financial control, which appeared to be an
issue particularly in rural areas where there is limited seasonal paid work available
and wages are low, resulting in both time poverty and financial poverty. For
others, lack of power was connected to the particular circumstances of the family
and, to an extent, the position of that individual within the family.
There was also some evidence of a wider community benefit arising from
engagement in higher education. Practitioners speculated about benefits to
children in the family seeing a parent study, particularly in communities where
educational achievement tended to be low. Evidence of increased family
cohesion linked to participation in higher education came out very strongly from
one of the partnerships. The practitioner involved was able to report on several
cases in which a family under stress was able to move forward positively as a
result of one of the family members undertaking higher education.
One of the partnerships had explicitly set out to effect change within the
community by providing a course that met the needs of volunteer youth workers.
A desire to contribute to the community was reportedly a strong motivating
factor in drawing people into the project, therefore it cannot be said that
participants gained a stronger sense of community as a result of the education
they received per se. However, the course did have an immediate impact in terms
of improving the quality of provision for young people in the area. The voluntary
sector partner involved has since gone on, additionally, to bring a sports
development programme into the area, in partnership with another university.
Understanding what lies beneath
The practitioners from the voluntary sector were clear about their role in
understanding the communities with whom they worked and to which they
themselves belonged. They were able to articulate this understanding vividly in
relation to participation in higher education. For example, one voluntary sector
practitioner spoke about the fears and constraints attached to participation in
higher education:
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on to higher education’ … You know, ‘Don’t get too big for your
boots’… (Voluntary sector development worker).
Policy documents at the time of the study (2005) talked about aspirations that
were “low” and needed “raising” (DfES, 2003a, 2003b; HEFCE, 2006, 2004;
though see Jones and Thomas, 2005 for a contemporary critique), whereas here
a subtly different discourse from within the community is simply being reported
and acknowledged. This immediately steers away from any hint of “deficit”, a
criticism which has dogged the widening participation movement for some years
(Reay et al., 2001). Rather, it seems to speak of class solidarity and fear of class
betrayal (West, 1996). Without an understanding of these values it would be
easy to attribute low participation in higher education to some deficiency on
the part of these communities. The voluntary sector therefore has the potential
to contribute knowledge that may prove of real practical use in planning
strategies to engage such communities in higher education.
Where the voluntary sector and higher education were working closely together
there was evidence that the voluntary sector partner was indeed providing some
level of cultural translation, allowing higher education staff to develop a better
understanding of their client group. For example, one higher education project
manager described the difficulties of developing a project to offer higher
education provision in a rural market town:
…When we went out to [market town] we encountered quite a lot of
kind of…over in [University town] … I’d not be able to pick up my
children and stuff, because of the hours, whereas if you ran it … in
[market town] I could drop them off at 9 and be here for 9.30 sort of
thing. But we just said well that’s no problem, if you express an interest
we’ll run the course over here. But in the end we just didn’t get enough
interest from [market town] to justify running the course over there
(University project manager).
To a higher education practitioner this raises a perennial problem of small cohort
size. Insufficient “interest” in the programmes on offer means that they are not
economically viable to run, leading often to a withdrawal of offer altogether. Even
those within higher education who are experienced in widening participation can
fail to look beyond what they see as a practical problem. The economic pressures
placed upon such teams by their institution can be great: “if we’re not bringing
in piles of money then we’re under threat”. Therefore to avoid such risky work is
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partner was able to offer a different perspective on the same situation:
Whatever the physical barriers are, yes we can remove them. But most of
them are emotional… lack of self belief… ‘I don’t think you understand
where I’m coming from.’ So it’s best to say ‘well, I can’t get childcare, I
can’t get the transport’ (Voluntary sector development worker).
This comment sheds light on two issues. Firstly, it provides an elucidation of what
might lie behind a recital of practical problems, and why taking steps to remove
those problems does not automatically result in participation. Secondly, it
highlights the importance of trust. Among communities in which there is little
tradition of higher education, Universities and their staff can appear to be
outsiders who “don’t understand where I’m coming from”.
The roles of the voluntary sector
The voluntary sector therefore has a potential to play a number of key roles in
providing a bridge between higher education institutions and adult learners from
under-represented communities. It is suggested that by exploring the nature of
these roles and evaluating their success, recommendations may be made that
have the potential to increase the success of higher education institutions in
engaging with such communities. For the voluntary sector, such
recommendations may suggest ways in which the benefits of engaging in higher
education outlined above may best be secured for their service users.
The missions of the voluntary sector partners represented in this study were wide-
ranging. Where motivations for participating in the partnership were articulated
these tended to centre on gaining positive benefits for their clients and the belief
that higher education would bring these benefits, though these were nuanced
depending on the mission of the organisation. However, within the context of the
partnership with higher education there was a remarkable consistency in the roles
played by the voluntary sector partners. These included:
￿ Promoting and marketing higher education provision, especially through word
of mouth
￿ Providing additional, informal learning support
￿ Supporting the development of higher education programmes that were
attractive to the target group
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list appeared to be sequential, with more mature partnership resulting in the
second and eventually third role being undertaken by the voluntary sector
partner as levels of trust developed. However, this was tempered by the mission
and resources of the voluntary sector partner.
An important role, and one that had often been the initial rationale for the
development of the partnership, was that of providing a direct marketing channel
to the target beneficiary groups. Universities had approached voluntary sector
organisations in order to help them increase their recruitment from groups that
were currently under-represented in the institution, though in at least one case
the approach had been the other way around. In the latter case the voluntary
sector worker, based in a district association for voluntary services, clearly had a
strong belief in the value of education before the project began and a vision for
how the voluntary and community sector could play a role:
I think that we need constantly to be delivering local opportunities,
modules, but the marketing of those cannot be done through glossies.
It’s got to be word of mouth, it’s got to be through people that are
based in the community and the voluntary sector who understand
these individuals and understand the complexities of their lives
(Voluntary sector development worker).
There was ample evidence to suggest that these partnerships had indeed been
successful in carrying out recruitment activities, for example:
We had fifteen start, that was all word of mouth. I think I knew most of
them before they even came… these were all organisations that I was
already working… And it was me being very persuasive and saying
‘come and have a go’ (Voluntary sector development worker).
This was never merely a case of passing on information. Voluntary sector partners
sometimes worked with existing contacts to “persuade” individuals to try a
particular course of higher education because they believed that it would meet
their needs in some way. Others did not set out to persuade per se, but
nonetheless acted as a kind of personal bridge to higher education simply
because they were known and trusted within the community. For example, one
higher education advice and guidance worker related a story about putting up
a poster advertising some higher education taster courses. Later that day she
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the course, but had changed her mind on realising “it’s one of yours”.
As the projects progressed, a role developed for some individuals around the
continuing support of learners. In two projects this had been a planned activity,
though the nature of the support had not been fully appreciated at the outset.
As well as practical support such as transport and childcare, and formal advice and
guidance, there emerged in some cases a need for informal learning support,
guidance and “stroking them all the time and telling them it’s okay” (voluntary
sector development worker). This had resource implications, and in some cases
was built more explicitly into future funding bids.
Mary Stuart has asserted that, in the context of post-16 education, wider
partners can bring “knowledge resources including local understandings,
appropriate language skills” (Stuart, 2002: 56). Such knowledge resources were
clearly evidence in the roles voluntary sector partners had played in marketing
and learner support. As partnerships developed, voluntary sector partners were
increasingly able to use their knowledge resources to act as “critical friends” to
higher education institutions, challenging current assumptions and pressing for
changes that would help to remove some of the barriers to participation:
For example the University would come up with a particular taster day
based around a certain theme and we would look at that and say ‘I don’t
think that’s quite going to hit the mark of people you’re interested in, shall
we change it to this?’ (Voluntary sector advice and guidance worker).
However, it was not always possible for higher education institutions to respond
to such challenges:
It’s easy to say ‘let’s put a course on in that building over there’, it just
doesn’t happen like that, and I think that was eternally frustrating to [the
voluntary sector worker]…so there was a moment where… because I was
afraid that things were running away in a manner that the University might
not be particularly happy about, I kind of annoyed everybody I think by
stopping it in its tracks temporarily (Higher education project manager).
Constraints such as this had the potential to cause damage to partnerships.
Nonetheless these difficulties were overcome in all cases due in no small part to
the goodwill and dedication of all those involved. This supports Stuart’s assertion
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underlines the importance of persisting because of the potential benefits that
may result.
Conclusions
As one voluntary sector worker in the study pointed out, the roles and
responsibilities of a higher education lecturer have changed dramatically over
the last 20 years. Government drives to widen and increase participation in
higher education have changed the sector beyond recognition. In purely
marketing terms, this has caused virtually all higher education institutions in the
UK to attempt the development of new learner markets as the classic market for
“18 year-olds with three good A-levels” becomes saturated. Alongside this there
is across the board a greater awareness of potential learners as (paying)
customers, and the resulting desire to understand the needs of these customers
in order to be able to meet their requirements. This study has demonstrated
how, by forging long-term constructive relationships with voluntary sector
partners, some universities have managed to develop new markets in community
settings.
For the voluntary sector there are potentially wide-ranging benefits to service
users from participation in higher education. The benefits to individuals of
participation in higher education include an increase in confidence,
empowerment and employment prospects, and the potential benefits to families
resulting from the apparently transformative nature of community higher
education on individuals. For organisations whose mission is to work with one
or more targeted groups, higher education may therefore help to achieve goals
around empowerment and self-efficacy. The potential community benefits of
higher education should not be overlooked either, particularly where a
programme of study can be brought in that addresses an immediate need within
the community (in this study, the need for more formally trained volunteer youth
workers). Higher education may therefore also be seen as a resource for
community development through the professional development of volunteers
and, potentially, voluntary sector staff.
This study demonstrates the potential that exists in partnership between higher
education and the voluntary sector in achieving social goals that fall within the
remit of both sectors. Although partnership working requires time and
dedication, the complementary strengths of the two sectors appear to equate
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significant personal and community benefits. The ongoing challenge for both
sectors is to nurture such partnerships, and to work together to bring them in
from the political and institutional margins. Above all this is a challenge for
funders, especially those who administer Government funds relating to the
widening participation and higher skills policies. If participation is to be genuinely
widened to those who would not normally consider higher education, the
strengths and potential of the voluntary sector should not be overlooked.
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Two Examples from an Inner London
Borough
John Miles
Abstract
This paper considers some of the challenges faced by older people seeking to get
their voices heard in neighbourhood renewal. It looks at two initiatives – Camden
Central Older People’s Steering Group and Kilburn Older Voices Exchange – with
which the author had a professional involvement during the current decade. An
assessment of the first project illustrates the potential importance of a structured
process for self-appraisal for user groups and networks. Analysis of the second
considers what is involved in working in partnership and how a partnership can
be used to articulate the values, and manage the input, required of all parties
when trying to achieve reform in service delivery. The two projects taken together
illustrate significant lessons for improving older people’s involvement.
Key words
Older people, neighbourhood renewal, community empowerment, user
involvement, Camden
Introduction
During the last twenty years critical discussion of user engagement has often
been linked to analyses of the discourse and location of power (Dunning, 1998:
208-210). Thus defined, the main obstacle to engagement is the persistence of
paternalistic traditions of professional control, with the solution being to give
people a “greater voice in institutions, agencies and situations which affect
them” (Beresford and Croft, 1993: 50). For older people, though, voice alone
may not be enough to secure influence. Clough and colleagues describe how
“older people ... told us that while there seemed to be plenty of evidence of
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evidence that they had been listened to, and that actions were taken as a direct
result” (Clough et al., 2003: 1). Sumner argues it is time to drop “the ageist
assumptions that are holding us back from giving the older people, with whom
we have professional contact or links, the space, time and support to make a
difference” (Sumner, 2003: 8).
At a rhetorical level, at least, government has now taken up this theme.
According to a recent extensive survey, “new forms of social agency... are more
likely to occur in forums that had their roots in social movements, community
activism and service user struggles” (Barnes et al., 2007: 204). The authors note
that “governments ... seem to be increasingly anxious to promote active
citizenship and to build social capital”. Broadly speaking, it is the involvement of
the individual service-user rather than organised collectivities which the
government is now trying to encourage (Department of Health, 2007a); but the
mandatory requirements for service commissioners to enhance “local
accountability” and to ensure that “communities” are “empowered through
new methods of engagement and innovative consultation methods” remain in
place (Department of Health, 2007b: 58).
Consideration of older people’s recent involvement in neighbourhood renewal,
and the regeneration programmes which preceded it, is therefore likely to retain
its relevance. The Neighbourhood Renewal Fund, which has run in two stages
from 2001 to the present (Cabinet Office, 2001), allocated nearly £2 billion to
the 88 most deprived authorities in England. Engagement was intended to be
shaped collectively, rather than to be built up from the particular experience and
needs of individuals. The focus of this engagement has been largely on ‘younger’
interests (for example, those of job-seekers, or teenagers) rather than those of
older people (Burke et al., 2008). The latter only became defined as an interest
group late in the day (Scharf et al., 2002), and were often consigned to a rather
passive position, whether as beneficiaries of renewal or as contributors to its
planning (Blackie and Miles, 2006). Once involved they could be uncomfortable
with identifying themselves as beneficiaries, and were likely to hold the view
that vulnerable older people were the responsibility of statutory bodies. They
often found it difficult to accept that it might be appropriate to spend
neighbourhood renewal money on areas of concern they believed to be the
direct responsibility of the council or of the National Health Service.
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Camden
Several Camden mayors have been active in the pensioner movement during
the last ten years, and older people’s interests have often been prominent among
the priorities identified by the borough’s elected representatives. In keeping with
this, the council made an ageing population a corporate concern during the
mid-nineties. Substantial direct investment in the ‘Vulnerable Older People’s
Project’ from 1994 prefigured many aspects of the national Better Government
for Older People initiative, and led to the adoption in 2002 of the Camden
Quality of Life Strategy for Older Citizens. A central resource – ‘Older Voices in
Renewal’ – was set up in 2004, but the work had largely developed its impetus
at local level.
One local innovation also fed back into the mainstream. In 1998, as part of a
Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) programme in Regents Park, the Third Age
Project had been established in a church basement. This project symbolised the
ability of community activists to develop new opportunities for older people at
arm’s length from mainstream service provision. It served as one of the
benchmarks the local authority adopted when it decided in 1998 to review the
role of the ten day centres in the borough. It became council policy to make
most of them accessible as resource centres to the older public as a whole, and
to challenge their staff to involve the local community in their future
development. This change led directly to the development of the second project
considered here.
The local authority might set the strategic direction but its control at local level
would always have significant limits. What became the ‘Camden Central’
neighbourhood, for example, had received a lot of attention from the council’s
Vulnerable Older People’s Project during the 1990s. Initial consultations about
the SRB, when the older people’s part of the bid was under development,
included stakeholders with an interest in sustaining the Vulnerable Older People’s
Project priorities and approach. Early plans assumed a specialised community
nursing role, for example, with outreach work to encourage take-up of day
services and community activities. But by the time the funds were awarded in
2002, the Government Office for London expected both detailed priorities and
spending programmes to be determined by the community itself.
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Between 2001 and 2007 Camden Central Community Umbrella (CCCU)
managed a single regeneration budget under the direction of an area partnership
(Strategic Urban Futures, 2006). The Older People’s Steering Group (OPSG) co-
managed development funds during four of those years. The group was made
up of older nominees and voluntary sector service managers, with CCCU staff
in support. The aims adopted for the programme were: “to identify and address
the needs of older residents in Camden Central and to ensure that they are
actively engaged in and benefit from the regeneration of the area, and to reduce
the exclusion of older residents from, and to maximise their contribution to, all
aspects of local community life” (Camden Central Partnership, 2003: 2).
Over four years approximately £170k was spent through this programme, of
which about £40k flowed directly from decisions taken in the steering group
and its occasional sub-committees. Many of these projects – the expansion of the
local resource centre, three highly inclusive annual conferences (known locally as
‘conventions’), community arts work with minority ethnic groups, a volunteer
window-cleaning service, and some small-scale intergenerational projects –
worked well. Commissioning small nail-clipping and handy-person services
involved group members in combative discussions of responsibility, eligibility,
service targets, charges and value for money with provider managers, including
those of the Primary Care Trust.
However, steering group members often found their role difficult to grasp and
the boundaries to their authority unclear. The group’s internal dynamics were
sometimes problematic, and the subject of review on two occasions. There was
some dramatic project work to help the steering group address its
representativeness. In 2003, for example, a community election was successfully
conducted in a multi-lingual ‘world café‘ format to widen participation.
Nevertheless, several older members of the steering group found it hard to
register satisfaction in these achievements. The more idealistic found what was
accomplished a poor substitute for what they had hoped to achieve. In winding
up the programme it seemed important to the CCCU managers to respond
constructively to this disillusionment.
When it became clear that the steering group’s work would not be extended,
several long-term participants were invited to contribute to a review. In a
concluding evaluation ten people, older nominees and local project staff, were
interviewed using a short questionnaire (Blackie and Miles, 2006). Participants
were asked about their experience and to consider what could be learned from it.
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cross-cultural contact in an ethnically diverse area. The voluntary sector staff
based in the community valued the experience of networking and what they
had learned from it. From both groups there were expressions of disappointment
and anger, and, specifically, of frustration at the failure to maintain a support-
worker consistently in post. There was an extensive list of suggestions about
how things might have been improved, or done differently, but only a limited
consensus. Attention therefore shifted to designing a quality-measurement tool
with which to guide a regular group appraisal in future. This tool also took the
form of a questionnaire. The internal evaluators used a basic discourse analysis
to group together the participants’ comments and identify ten broad-based
operational goals and responsibilities based upon them (see Table 1, adapted
from Blackie and Miles, 2006).
Table 1:
Engaging older people in community development:
self-assessment template
Operational goal A key question to ask
Using and sharing power Have you got the authority and respect
you require?
Networking Are the people you need to influence
paying attention?
Managing resources Have you got an attractive programme
and can you pay for it?
Sharing benefits Can people you don’t know benefit from
what you’re trying to do?
Communication What do you do to ensure people know
you’re there, and what you’re doing?
Consultation Can other people have a say in what
you’re trying to do?
Learning: access to expertise Are you making the best use of information
and advice from outside the group?
Learning from each other Are you making the best use of each
other’s skills as a group?
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Operational goal A key question to ask
Conflict resolution Do you identify your disagreements and try
to work them through?
Taking action Do you get directly involved in trying to
make a difference yourselves?
A set of quality measurement questions was then developed around the
operational goals. These also drew directly on the statements made by the
interviewees. The ten questions reveal just how multi-faceted the responsibilities
facing a development group, or users’ forum, can be. The grid is intended to be
more directive than, say, a SWOT (‘strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats’) analysis. It encourages a process of looking outwards, and borrows
from the PEST (‘political, economic, social and technological’) model to
encourage the participants to adopt a more objective approach and look outside
the group. The focus is therefore both on the environment in which it operates,
and on the resources members bring to their work, including the style in which
they go about it. Use of the template would encourage reflective practice in a
community setting and could also support elected and unelected officials to
maintain a watching brief. The questions are designed to foster a greater
representative awareness among participants. Attention at one stage in the
OPSG had focused heavily on the process whereby nominees came to be on the
steering group. But such attention is of limited value if participants are not
subsequently supported to function representatively once caught up in the hurly-
burly of experiment and decision-making.
While the tool is designed to be used on a low-cost basis, it would undoubtedly
benefit in practice from the involvement of an independent facilitator. A review
could take place by the group considering, say, a couple of the questions at each
of a sequence of five meetings, handing the data gathered to the independent
facilitator, and going on to consider their analysis and feedback at a full away-
day.
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Kilburn Older Voices Exchange (KOVE) was not developed at arm’s-length from
professional influence. It had its origins directly in the requirement for the
council’s Kingsgate Resource Centre to engage with local communities. One
inspiration came from the book Developing Skills for Community Care: A
Collaborative Approach (Beresford and Trevilllion, 1995), a manual for
collaborative working developed under the aegis of the former Central Council
for Education and Training in Social Work. KOVE thus began life in 2002 as a
scrutiny and development panel bringing together older service-users, planners
and providers. It used the Resource Centre as its base, drew upon regeneration
funding to hire a facilitator, and engaged with public bodies like Camden Primary
Care Trust, Kilburn Town Centre Management, and the borough engineers.
From the outset, KOVE’s older members wanted to try and change existing
services rather than develop new ones. Initially, most people came from groups
meeting outside the resource centre; one or two had strong grievances. Members
were able to choose what they wanted to focus on; they prioritised the tasks they
enjoyed, and they remained largely unburdened by management responsibilities.
In 2005 the local authority sought the project’s involvement in an awareness-
raising initiative directed at newly-appointed home-care service providers in the
neighbourhood. Thereafter a small group of activists became extremely involved.
In the period up to March 2008 KOVE had averaged nine full meetings a year,
held seventy-four sub-groups, and, after 2005, carried out twenty-seven sessions
of filming. With the exception of the specifically-funded multi-media work, it
had also been remarkably inexpensive, with direct operating costs rarely
exceeding £10k per year.
Besides its sessionally-employed facilitator (working for about 30 days per year)
KOVE has an experienced older chair – a former elected member who lives outside
the area and does not get involved with its activities. About twelve people attend
the main meetings every other month, a majority aged over 75, some formally
representing local residents’ groups. Three members are involved in making films
on home-care, while another five contribute directly to community enquiries
about pavements, street crossings and the like. Several people active through
KOVE (including members of minority ethnic groups) do not attend its regular
meetings: around forty local residents and resource centre service-users were
present at an open afternoon in July 2008. Through multi-media work KOVE’s
activities overlap with those of other projects in the centre, particularly those
involving stroke survivors and more severely disabled service-users.
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2006, though discussion within KOVE of the need for improvements to home
care standards had taken place as early as 2002. Two developments proved
crucial to the development of HCSP. Firstly, Kingsgate had become the base for
a Big Lottery-funded programme working with older disabled service-users, run
by the multi-media organisation Acting Up. Secondly, the Camden
commissioners had terminated the contract of the main home-care provider in
the area on grounds of poor performance. It was made a requirement of the new
providers that they work directly with KOVE to improve standards. New
relationships had to be built, while, supported by Acting Up, some KOVE
members began to develop skills in interviewing and in the use of camcorders.
A former KOVE panel-member who was by now housebound contributed a
lengthy interview which provided the basis for a seventeen-minute video feature,
‘My World’. This showed a severely disabled woman in her own home. She
described her daily routines and talked about their importance to her. The film
illustrated the responses she wanted, and showed the way that the material
reality of her life affected her care.
On the strength of this film and the involvement of the home-care providers,
Local Area Agreement funding of £10k was awarded to support the HCSP
programme between October 2006 and April 2007. Multi-media material
became the main means of representation for service-users: some disabled older
people filmed themselves, but the majority of participants were interviewed on
camera by the KOVE volunteers and facilitator. By the end the work had
produced two guidance protocols for staff (one on making a first home visit and
one on shopping) and a DVD to be used both in staff training and in general
awareness-raising.
These processes were given shape and structure through consistent teamwork
and joint working by the partners at all levels of responsibility. The ‘KOVE Team’
brought together the three KOVE members, with the facilitator and the multi-
media development officer from Acting Up. They carried out the interviews with
users both in the centre, and in people’s homes. Then, as the full partnership
proved too unwieldy for detailed work planning, a sub-group was convened,
involving the KOVE Team, the home-care providers, Camden commissioning and
care management staff, and two other KOVE members, a home-care user, and
a family carer. As the filmed interviews became available, this group discussed
them, sometimes being filmed as it did so. The home care providers also began
to pilot discussion of the material with their newly appointed staff.
The multi-media material was found to be powerful in two ways. Firstly, it
© The Journal of Voluntary Sector Research 2008 68
￿ Lessons for Older People’s Involvement - John Milesprovided convincing personal testimony from service-users talking in a relaxed,
if intense, way about their experiences, preferences and ideas. Secondly, film
proved a ‘cool’ medium, capable of reducing tension when watched in a ‘mixed‘
group, enabling communication and improving the consistency of discussion.
The providers found some of the material superior to conventional training films,
because the users were very direct in what they had to say and described ‘good
practice’ from their own viewpoint.
An evaluation of this programme (Miles, 2007) highlighted the evidence for
good professional practice with respect to what users had to say; stressed the
importance of KOVE’s previous track record; emphasised the structural and
resource elements of the partnership (see Table 2, adapted from Miles, 2007);
and pointed to the way that the interaction between different aspects of the
basic framework had greatly extended the reach and value of the programme.
Table 2:
KOVE Home Care Service Partnership:
Key elements of the framework
￿ Commitment from a statutory body (London Borough of Camden) and
project funds (Local Area Agreement)
￿ A formally identified partnership serviced by a lead agency (KOVE)
￿ An open forum where service-users and representatives from all parts of
the community can raise their concerns with the key stakeholders
(commissioners and providers, managers and front-line staff)
￿ An experienced facilitator (preferably recruited independently, and
working directly to the forum) familiar with user engagement
￿ A development partner skilled in multi-media work with service users and
disabled people (Acting Up)
￿ Good facilities for supporting user engagement and the participation of
community volunteers
￿ Facilities for working groups to develop the collaboration and to test-run
materials
￿ A commitment from the key participants to testing the materials
￿ Developed, and monitoring their use and impact
￿ Access to expertise in outreach, user-friendly presentations, marketing
￿ Funding and support for an evaluation
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The dominant strategic debate around user involvement has focused on the
point of origin of an initiative; whether its agenda is ‘bottom-up’ or ‘top-down’
–’democratic’ or ‘consumerist’ in Tony Carter and Peter Beresford’s formulation
(Howse, 2003: 35). The prevailing orthodoxy has been that where service-
systems set the agenda their interests will predominate – a widespread
phenomenon which has not proved difficult to document (Barnes et al., 2007).
The research findings reported in this paper suggest it is necessary to place equal
emphasis on three further issues: (a) the technical difficulties lay, or community,
participants face in engaging within professionally-managed systems; (b) the
contingent challenges faced by those professionals required to change their
practice (Dalley, 1998: 6); and (c) the management responsibility to reconfigure
the back-up systems supporting the services where change is required. Factors
tied to levels of resources, to institutional practice and structure, to models of
finance management and hierarchies of control out of reach of even quite senior
officials and practitioners at the coal-face, will continue to impose themselves
and severely limit what can be achieved through developments pursued in
isolation. It is evident that these issues will remain important regardless of
whether service-users and community representatives respond to externally-
driven proposals or try to pursue service developments of their own.
The experience of the Camden Central Older People’s Steering Group highlights
the difficulty that may follow from an approach where the community is given
the initiative, and encouraged to adopt an ambitious agenda, but with very little
available by way of an audit of the environment in which it is intended to
operate. The programme illustrates the dangers of setting up strategic terms of
reference without analysing the scale of operational change that will have to
take place for the service-systems to make a meaningful response. The absence
of statutory planners and commissioners in the development of the OPSG
programme is striking, and it would appear that, rather than freeing the steering
group from professional control, their absence contributed to its members
feeling marooned with little sense of their influence, burdened with
responsibility, and at risk of exposure within their own communities (Blackie and
Miles, 2006). The schedule of questions set out at Table 1 and the approach set
out to support it are therefore not just a matter of self-appraisal. They also offer
a means of defence for community representatives who need to establish realistic
parameters for their involvement.
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progress achieved in Kilburn may prove hard to measure, and should not be
exaggerated, but the programme has been well-received and is widely thought
to be significant (Miles, 2007). Moreover, the KOVE HCSP is on-going, has
attracted further funding and is now turning to address the personalisation
agenda and self-advocacy. While KOVE set an agenda around home-care early
in its development, the HCSP was established not because the local authority met
KOVE’s demands but because an opportunity came up to align those demands
with the commissioners’ own agenda. The council’s strategic capacity to
concentrate attention and resources and to contract the engagement of
providers, then proved decisive.
KOVE and its partners were able to bring a substantial level of technical support
to the involvement of older activists and older service-users alike – indeed, one
of KOVE’s achievements has been to break down some of the divisions between
‘service-users’ and voluntary activists. The partnership also enabled some
examination of the pressures on staff in different parts of the service system.
Lastly, a real use was made of the idea of neighbourhood, not as defined
geographically by central government indicators of deprivation, but as a locus
within which to coordinate the involvement of individuals affected by a poor
standard of home-care, and by basing that involvement at a resource centre
used and valued by a significant number of them.
Conclusion
KOVE’s success in engaging with a mainstream service highlights the case for
focusing in the future on the design of support and development systems as
much as on the sources of power or influence, and the identity of the
participants. Within the Home Care Service Partnership operational
developments and innovative work methods came to influence strategic
objectives, as much as being determined by them. This needs to be taken into
account in designing funding regimes: there was rarely much room for
pragmatism in the way mainstream neighbourhood renewal funding was made
available. Targets and milestones had to be pre-determined, and often identified,
some years in advance. Funding could be released only when, or if, these were
achieved. Criticism of this kind of arm’s-length policy direction is now
commonplace in analysis of public service priorities: comprehensive change in
mainstream services takes will, a commitment to negotiation, an understanding
of time and history (Pollitt, 2008), and, often, great patience. The logical
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publishing its own priorities for community empowerment (Department of
Communities and Local Government, 2008), will be a strategically-led model of
project design. This will involve committing the services required to respond, as
well as the developers who aspire to change them, and resourcing their
involvement from the outset.
Whilst the strategic agenda has been dominated by the debate about ‘top-down’
or ‘bottom-up’, the key operational challenge for older people’s involvement
has focused around their capacity for self-organisation and their willingness to
take responsibility for substantial initiatives. The learning from the two projects
discussed here suggests that, while these two issues are, and will remain,
important, they are not more important than flexibility on the one hand and the
scope to learn by doing on the other. Howse distinguishes between “promoting
participation” and “building community capacity” and warns that “projects
which declare empowerment to be one of their aims may not achieve their aims
– and they may be designed in such a way that is more likely to promote the
sense of empowerment rather than reality” (Howse, 2003: 36). However, the
outcomes of community engagement are by no means readily predictable (Duffy,
2008), and for community participants the successful achievement of contracted
objectives will not be the most meaningful or satisfying outcome of their
involvement.
Part of KOVE’s success is that its older members are not faced with too much
responsibility, and find themselves operating within a wider partnership which
offers some protection and extends opportunity. This may limit their level of
control as set out by those who favour more prescriptive models of user-
engagement (e.g. Branfield et al., 2006) but it has enabled a creative,
sustainable, and productive engagement, in keeping with that recently
recommended by Duffy (2008): “we need to be more imaginative in how we
reach out to people and more systematic in ensuring we have a variety of
approaches to meet different needs.” As the sometimes harsher experience of
the Older People’s Steering Group in Camden Central illustrates, this will also
mean a requirement for rigorous self-appraisal and the means to support
participants who find themselves having to countering marginalisation as they
try to take their work forward.
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Outcomes of a VSO Placement for
Teachers and Schools in the UK
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Abstract
Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) is an international development charity that
uses the skills of experienced professionals to work alongside local colleagues in
underdeveloped countries. It sends trained education practitioners to work in a
diverse range of professionally challenging roles in some of the world’s poorest
countries. This paper reports on research that examined how time spent on VSO
affects the professional attitudes of teachers returning to the UK and how
volunteers perceive it to impact on their career prospects.
Keywords:
Volunteering; benefits; classroom management; personal development;
teaching; career path
Introduction
Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) is a leading international development charity
working with skilled professionals to share their skills with local communities
across the developing world. Initially recruiting people from the UK, the
organisation now has recruitment bases in Canada, India, Ireland, Kenya, the
Netherlands and the Philippines. Since its beginnings in 1958, over 30,000
volunteers have served in 120 countries. The charity is currently operating in 34
countries with some 1,500 volunteers on placement at any given time. Long-
term placements are between one and two years, with volunteers working as
teachers, social workers, doctors, nurses, business consultants, and agriculture,
forestry, and marine advisers (Bird, 1998; VSO, 2008). This report focuses on the
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teachers who have returned from overseas volunteer service.
Most of the literature associated with the motives for and benefits of
volunteering argues that volunteering not only contributes to society, but also
benefits the volunteer both personally and professionally (see Clary et al., 1998;
Woolenbaek and Selle, 2002). However, there is limited empirical research to
see if these benefits actually occur, especially for teachers undertaking extended
overseas placements. Thomas (2001) conducted in-depth interviews with
returned volunteers and employers, and concluded that overseas placements
provided a context in which volunteers developed higher order management
and planning skills. Although some important benefits were identified, the study
had limited generalisability for education and schooling professionals, as
participants were chosen from a broad range of professions and the study was
not specifically focused on teachers or teaching. A year later, VSO commissioned
an investigation into the impact of overseas service on the professional
development and retention of teachers in the UK (Unterhalter et al., 2002). This
study, the ‘Time IN’ report, like that of Thomas (2001), concluded that VSO
placements provided significant opportunities for the professional development
of teachers, especially in the areas of learning and leadership, but that education
managers knew little about the nature of VSO placements or the benefits that
volunteers bring to schools upon their return.
More recently, the Chartered Management Institute (CMI) undertook an
extensive survey that explored the effect of VSO placement on CMI members and
their workplace organisations (Cook and Jackson, 2006). Like Thomas (2001),
the study focused on a range of professions, but one of the largest sectors
represented in the sample was teaching/education. Their findings suggested that
volunteers typically return with increased levels of commitment and improved
communication skills, and are typically more resourceful and better able to
assume increased responsibility.
The findings described in this report build on those of previous research and
constitute an up-to-date exploration of the experiences of VSO volunteers
returning to teaching. In particular, the study explored how VSO is perceived to
affect the professional development of teachers and their career trajectories,
and the benefit to schools where the returning volunteers find employment.
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The aim of the research was threefold: to extend the Time IN (Unterhalter et al.,
2002) findings in a way that covered current issues of concern to the teaching
profession in the UK; to identify any potential benefits brought to UK schools by
returning volunteers; to produce illustrative case studies for use with key
stakeholders in the UK education sector and for VSO as an organisation seeking
to improve its operations going forward.
The study was commissioned and funded by VSO in December 2006 and data
collection occurred between January 2007 and May 2007. The research design
comprised two stages: first, a sample of returned primary- and secondary-trained
teachers participated in lengthy face-to-face interviews; second, an on-line survey
was conducted of a sample of returned primary- and secondary-trained teachers.
The majority of participants in the study were female and trained for primary
teaching, a quarter of participants were secondary-trained, and the remainder
were from specialist teaching backgrounds or had Further or Higher Education
backgrounds. Participants were chosen from the VSO database using the criteria
that they were aged between 25 and 40 when they went overseas - after 1990
in the case of primary teachers and after 1998 in the case of secondary teachers.
This age group was selected as they were more likely to be early or mid-career
teachers, and therefore potentially returned to teaching after their placement. To
comply with data protection restrictions, each potential participant was contacted
by VSO to obtain their consent for involvement. Five of those contacted by VSO
declined to participate; 118 volunteers agreed to be contacted.
The in-depth interviews
The aim of the interviews was to identity teachers’ perceptions of the benefits
of overseas placement. Twenty-one teachers were selected at random from the
list of 118 provided by VSO. Twelve were primary-trained, 9 were secondary
trained, 9 were male and 12 female. Nineteen participants were based in
England and two in Scotland, providing a good geographical spread. Each
interview was audio recorded and lasted approximately one hour. Recordings
were transcribed and analysed using a thematic coding approach.
Further interviews were undertaken with three headteachers of schools with
returned VSO volunteers. These interviews provided additional insight into how
the benefits of VSO for schools are perceived by senior managers, and gave a
measure of triangulation to the data sourced from the teacher interviews. All
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contribute to teacher and school development. In particular, interviewees were
asked to reflect on: their VSO experience and how it contributed to developing
the competencies required for promotion within the teaching profession; the
relationship between their VSO experiences and subsequent advancement; (for
headteachers) the relationship between sabbaticals - in this case, VSO - and the
retention of effective teaching staff; and the direct effects of VSO on teaching
practice.
The online survey
All 118 teachers in the sample provided by VSO were invited by email to
participate in the online survey. Each participant was provided with a unique
and secure link to the website hosting the online questionnaire. Follow-up emails
were sent to prompt non-respondents to participate. One teacher declined to
participate and seven email addresses proved to be invalid. (Subsequently, these
seven teachers were invited to participate by post and a hard copy of the
questionnaire was posted.) In total, 87 teachers responded to the questionnaire,
giving an effective response rate of 74 per cent.
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Table 1:
Placement countries
Placement Country N Placement Country N
Bangladesh 1 Namibia 4
Belize 1 Nepal 1
Bhutan 1 Nigeria 7
Cambodia 3 Pakistan 4
Cameroon 1 Rwanda 2
China 9 Solomon Islands 4
Eritrea 6 Sri Lanka 1
Ethiopia 6 Tanzania 10
Ghana 6 The Gambia 1
India 2 Uganda 4
Malawi 2 Vietnam 2
Maldives 3 Zambia 2
Mongolia 1 (Not given) (3)The content of the questionnaire drew on findings from previous research
(Thomas, 2001; Unterhalter et al., 2002) and from the issues that had emerged
from a preliminary analysis of the 24 interviews. The questionnaire collected socio-
demographic data about participants, and asked about their teaching experience,
their overseas placements, and the effect that VSO was perceived to have had on
their classroom management and practice and on their personal and professional
development. The questions were a mixture of closed and open questions.
More than three-quarters (78%) of respondents were female and the overall
average age was 37. Just over half (55%) were trained as primary teachers, 29
per cent were trained as secondary teachers, and the remainder had specialist
teaching roles (such as language or music advisory teachers) or were involved in
Further or Higher Education. Participants had on average between three and
four years teaching experience before going overseas, and three-quarters had
undertaken their overseas placements within the last ten years. Placements lasted
on average between two and two-and-a-half years and were spread over 20
different countries (see Table 1).
The majority of respondents were involved in the training and support of ‘local’
teachers while overseas. 69% had returned to the education sector and more
than half of these were now in more senior roles (see Table 2). Although 31%
were no longer in teaching, most were in education-related roles: training
officers, education managers and project development officers for government,
quasi-governmental and non-profit organisations.
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Table 2:
Roles of participants before, during, and after placement
Pre-VSO role % VSO role %* Current role %
Classroom 85 Classroom 46 Classroom 33
teacher teacher teacher
Advisory role 29 Senior teacher 3
(of which Primary 55) Training role 70 Advisory or support 8
(of which Secondary 30) Role in FE / HE 4 Head of Department 8
Deputy Head 8
Other 15 Role in FE / HE 9
Nolongerinteaching 31
*Note: participants provided multiple roles and therefore the percentage exceeds 100%Findings: the overseas experience
Returned volunteers reported favourably on their experience with VSO. The
single most important change reported in the lives of the volunteers was in the
way their international outlook and perspective had changed upon return. VSO
was the first time most of them had experienced life in a developing country
and on placement, many had lived in places without running water or electricity,
often a considerable distance from the nearest city, and in some cases as the
only expatriate teacher in the area. The ‘teaching environment’ overseas was
also very different: typically there were no computers, photocopiers or electronic
whiteboards, and in some cases, even the supply of paper, pens and books was
inadequate. In addition, volunteers were usually employed in roles quite different
from their previous classroom responsibilities.
I had never really held this kind of role before so it was a very steep
learning curve … You don’t have time to think about how to act; often
that made you more spontaneous and better at thinking on your feet.
(Hannah, a 32 year-old secondary-trained female volunteer who went
to North Africa)
Volunteers reported enjoying the responsibility attached to these roles and
benefited from it upon return.
You are in a higher position younger and so have more responsibility
quicker. You are trusted and you revel in that. (Kerry, a 33 year-old
secondary-trained female volunteer who went to Central Africa)
I had only two years experience and went into a training role. The skills
I learned have been invaluable and I have taken on more responsibility
on my return. (Julie, a 33 year-old primary-trained female volunteer
who went to China)
Some of the volunteers (29%) worked in senior positions within the placement
country’s education system, something that would not have occurred in the UK
without many years of experience.
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and local education officers. I organised training for a group of 17
schools, deciding which teachers to focus on and which skills they
needed to develop. I also had the opportunity to write some curriculum
support materials. These are all experiences I would never have had the
opportunity to do in the UK at that stage of my career. (Edward, a 35
year-old secondary-trained male volunteer who went to North Africa)
I was involved in some of the initial talks to introduce a national
curriculum in Belize [and] in a pilot programme for training principals in
the district. In my last year I put together a programme for training
teachers in special needs and [designed] a training manual to be used
when I had left. (Rebecca, a 37 year-old primary-trained female
volunteer who went to the Caribbean)
The VSO experience was perceived to have a strong impact in areas directly
related to teaching and, to a lesser extent, future career path: 90% ‘agreed’ or
‘strongly agreed’ that their placements had positively influenced their classroom
management and practice, and 84% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the years
spent overseas had a substantial impact on their personal and professional
development. A smaller but significant number (41%) thought that the
experience had positively contributed to their career prospects (see Table 3).
Table 3:
Participants who agreed or strongly agreed with statements regarding the overall
benefits of VSO in relation to their current role
Factor ‘Agree’ or ‘strongly agree’
Classroom management & practice 90%
Personal & professional development 84%
Career & promotion prospects 41%
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Returnees found that their overseas experience affected their classroom teaching
in different but significant ways. 58% reported that they now utilised (and were
familiar with) a greater range of teaching resources than they had used in the
classroom prior to VSO; just under half (49%) found that their attitudes towards
students and the UK education system generally had changed; more than one-
third (37%) said that VSO had changed the way they managed their classrooms
(see Table 4).
Table 4:
Participants who agreed or strongly agreed with statements regarding specific
benefits of VSO in relation to classroom management and practice
Factor ‘Agree’ or ‘strongly agree’
Resources 58%
Attitude towards students 49%
Classroom management 37%
Resources
Returned volunteers (58%) reported that they regularly use their overseas
experiences in the classroom, ranging from informal discussions and anecdotal
commentary during lessons to formalised talks, projects, and assemblies.
I mainly use [my VSO experience] when doing assemblies. When we
were talking about racism, I was able to give my experiences of racism
towards white people and what it was like to stand out and be
identified by the colour of one’s skin. And [it also] creeps into my
science teaching; for example, when talking about solar power, I talk
about it being used for showers and lighting in Africa, and I am also
able to contribute to [school] work on AIDS. (Amy, a 43 year-old
secondary-trained female volunteer who went to East Africa)
Many returned volunteers have found that their VSO experiences fit naturally into
certain subjects on the curriculum - such as music, art and geography - and
across subjects when generating awareness of global issues among pupils.
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curriculum through Art or Geography. Pupils love it and they are
enthusiastic. They ask how can they make a difference, but I also point
out the positive aspects of Ugandan life and schools … massive football
pitches for one thing! Pupils always ask odd little things about Uganda
and I share them with the class. We also do African art and music: I
knew I’d find a use for those drums! (Fiona, a 33 year-old primary-
trained female volunteer who went to East Africa)
Attitude to students
Nearly half of the participants (49%) reported that their attitudes to their
teaching and their students had changed considerably - and mostly for the
better - as a result of their VSO placements. Many remarked that they had
gained new insight into and greater appreciation of the UK education system
as a result. The VSO experience had given others a greater understanding of
individual and cultural differences within UK schools:
I understand more about issues of discrimination, the needs of minority
ethnic students and … social class issues and advantage. I can
recognise difference and its needs better, and I feel I can provide for
this much better. I also understand the role of legislation and policy in
creating an approach. I would now say I am passionate about equality
… and trying to inspire this in my student teachers. (Gabrielle, a 41
year-old primary-trained female volunteer who went to Central Africa)
However, according to some respondents, there was a disadvantage to VSO
placement in this respect. They remarked that they felt more frustrated by the
UK education system following their return and had become less tolerant of
some students.
I feel more frustrated by my English students at times because of the
[comparison with the] utter commitment of most Ethiopian students.
This is a cliché, but the pupils here … don’t understand how lucky they
are to be given the education they get. [The] pupils here have no
concept of a life different from their own. (Heather, a 38 year-old
secondary-trained female volunteer who went to North Africa)
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like in places such as Africa. Students here place no value on education
and seem to take its provision for granted. (Amy, a 43 year-old
secondary-trained female volunteer who went to East Africa)
Classroom management
Changes in attitude appear to have an influence post-VSO on the way teachers
approach classroom management. Over a third (37%) reported that the time
spent overseas allowed them to reflect on their teaching practice and to rethink
their pedagogic philosophy.
[VSO] made me rethink the importance of the many approaches that I
had developed over years of training and experience, which I [had
taken] for granted but didn’t fully realise or understand … such as
student-centred learning, child-friendly approaches, activity-based
learning and ‘learning through enquiry’. In the context of a developing
country, these were sadly lacking, with the sole emphasis [being] on
rote-based learning … and [a bias towards] systems that make for easy
administration rather than [being of] benefit to students. From a
practical stance, lack of resources and [basic] facilities made me rethink
how I approached teaching and learning, as I could not rely on the
luxuries of electricity, photocopiers, multiple copies of textbooks, audio-
visual aids, etc. It made me rethink the fundamentals of teaching and
learning, rather than being distracted by the ‘all-singing, all-dancing’
variety [in the UK]. (Brendan, a 44 year-old primary-trained male
volunteer who went to China)
[VSO] has made me more critical of the learning process and [I have]
become a little more reflective on things that take place in the
classroom. It has also opened my eyes to the effective use of the more
traditional [teaching] methods that I saw in China and to identify some
ineffective [aspects] of so-called ‘progressive’ methods in the UK. A
more critical and balanced approach to learning is perhaps the outcome
[for me]. The key issue of motivation in students has also been brought
to the fore in my current reflections on teaching and learning in the UK.
(Christopher, a 39 year-old male volunteer FE teacher who went to
China)
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The nature of their responsibilities and the newness of the indigenous culture
appear to have provided an excellent environment for the development of the
volunteers’ professional skills, especially in the areas of evaluation, management
and advisory services (see Table 5). 84% reported that VSO had improved their
ability to evaluate their teaching practices and processes; 74% that it had
enhanced their management skills; 44% that overseas service had enabled them
to draw on enhanced advisory skills since returning.
Table 5:
Participants who agreed or strongly agreed with statements regarding the
specific benefits of VSO in relation to their professional and personal
development
Factor ‘Agree’ or ‘strongly agree’
Developed evaluation skills 84%
Developed management skills 74%
Draw on advisory skills since returning 44%
Those respondents who had worked as teacher-trainers while on VSO
commented that it had forced them to reflect on their own pedagogic practice,
and that the experience had made them more ‘philosophical’ about the role and
importance of education.
My VSO experience led me to re-think my ‘knowledge’ to its core and
my central beliefs about … education. I had personal professional
challenges, such as teaching a class of 180 students through Swahili
and writing/translating courses for headteachers and teacher-trainers,
so I had to find strategies for communicating with colleagues and for
sharing ideas in a positive way, while earning respect as a young, white
female. (Donna, a 31 year-old female volunteer nursery teacher who
went to East Africa)
The time spent overseas also provided many of the teachers with their first taste
of management.
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about the project cycle of planning, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation, as well as the value of community participation. (Elizabeth,
a 39 year-old primary-trained female volunteer who went to the Pacific)
[On VSO] I became Head of the English department. This developed my
‘people management’ and ‘leadership’ skills: budgeting, planning,
report writing, time-management and organisational skills;
resourcefulness; and also coaching, observation and feedback skills for
NQTs at the school. (James, a 35 year-old secondary-trained male
volunteer who went to the Pacific)
Most volunteers reported that they had returned much more confident about
their abilities and were now more motivated in their teaching. In a similar way,
the relative autonomy of many of their positions while on VSO enabled them to
develop the ability to cope with change.
The experience I had with VSO motivated me to live outside my
‘comfort zone’ a lot more. I take on extra responsibility more readily
and am not put off by challenges that I face in my work. I learned how
to persuade and motivate people. (Matthew, a 31 year-old primary-
trained male volunteer who went to West Africa)
[VSO] encouraged me to think outside the box; always to look for the
energy and the spark that can ignite learning. I gained so much from
being a trainer. I realised that I loved teaching! I am [now] motivated
and passionate about my job. VSO gave me confidence to speak out
for what I believe in professionally and it definitely re-ignited my
passion for my job. (Fiona, a 33 year-old primary-trained female
volunteer who went to East Africa)
The way that she, in her co-ordinating management role in Maths,
delivers to other teachers is different from other teachers … It is much
more professional because she has had the opportunity to do it. She
has the confidence to do it [though] it is always difficult to deliver
training to people you know. (Comment from one of the interviews
with headteachers)
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For some volunteers, fitting back into UK life was less than straightforward,
having been ‘out of the system’ for so long. Many respondents noted upon their
return how much things were perceived to have changed and how colleagues
had ‘moved on’, though many returning volunteers themselves admitted to not
giving much (or enough) thought to managing their re-acclimatisation.
It was quite hard to come back to [teaching in the UK] where you know
days are a bit ‘all the same’, whereas [overseas] every day was an
adventure. Yes, there is the thing about ‘relating to people who have
not done VSO’ … They don’t really know how to cope with it, so it’s
hard to talk about it. (Sarah, a 35 year-old primary-trained female
volunteer who went to South Asia)
Getting a job
While VSO was acknowledged by respondents to provide significant professional
development for participants, there were mixed views about how volunteers
were treated on their return by school and local authority managers in the UK.
Volunteers believed that their experience gave them ‘an edge’ over other
applicants: the range of tasks and levels of responsibility experienced overseas
made them stand out and gave evidence of a vast reservoir of skills and
adaptability.
VSO, in my experience, is always viewed by employers as a positive
thing. They think it requires a certain set of personal skills and attributes
which are desirable in an employee, such as adaptability, determination,
initiative etc. (Abigail, a 39 year-old secondary-trained female volunteer
who went to West Africa)
“Within a year of returning, I had started my current role as a Deputy
Head. My different experiences overseas were a strong contributory
factor [to my promotion], as they had given me a much wider
experience of education. (Donna, a 31 year-old female volunteer
nursery teacher who went to East Africa)
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for VSO in the first place and which obviously was developed even
more by VSO, is his pastoral side. He is an excellent [teacher], very
empathetic to pupils and parents and staff. You know if somebody is a
very good teacher; they are looking for work again when they return.
It’s an easy appointment [for schools] to make. (Comment from one of
the interviews with headteachers)
In some cases, schools actively recruited returning volunteers because they
were thought to have developed specific skills that were perceived as useful to
a particular school in a particular environment; for example, as an opportunity
to develop a global dimension to language teaching.
My current role [draws] heavily on my VSO experience. I have a much
more in-depth understanding of global issues; in particular the
complexity of addressing these in a classroom setting. My role now is to
look for ways of supporting teachers who want to engage with these
issues - and some who don’t but have to! (Megan, a 43 year-old
secondary-trained female volunteer who went to Southern Africa)
However, others reported angrily on negative experiences upon their return to
the UK and on how much they were required to ‘justify’ their time overseas. To
them, recruiters and interviewers appeared to be more interested in what they
had done to develop their skills since their return than in what they had done
while overseas. Promotion prospects also seemed to some respondents as having
been adversely affected by VSO, which was treated by some recruiters as akin
to a holiday.
I felt that my CV looked impressive and schools asked me for
interviews, but when it came to the crunch, they were anxious that I
had not had the numeracy-hour training or the advances in ICT that
had occurred while I was away. Luckily, I found a school that was
willing to train me and they sent me on several courses that quickly
bought me up to speed. Now that I am a few years on, schools do
seem more interested in my VSO experience. (Julie, a 33 year-old
primary-trained female volunteer who went to China)
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record in this country and rarely count overseas experience as relevant.
When I first returned to the UK, I signed up with a few supply-teaching
agencies. In one interview, the agency staff asked me what my most
recent post had been. When I told them about my VSO placement and
its responsibilities, they asked what I did before that and said: ‘We’ll
just write down that then’, completely ignoring my VSO experience.
This seems symptomatic to me of many people’s reaction. (Catherine, a
37 year-old secondary-trained female volunteer who went to China)
More than half of participants who returned to the education sector worked in
more senior management roles following their return to the UK. Many stated
that the experiences they obtained while overseas had equipped them with the
skills and desire to take on greater responsibility. For some, this meant moving
out of the classroom into advisory roles; for others, it meant progression towards
leadership roles as senior teachers and deputy heads, or as coordinators in
specific areas.
One of the biggest concerns for returning teachers is the effect that their time
overseas has had on their financial/salary positions. Nearly all respondents
commented that their employers did not consider their time on VSO as teaching
experience and that therefore they had returned to the UK on the same pay
scale point as when they left, and in some cases even had to accept lower
positions just to gain employment.
I was supposed to be at the top of the main pay scale. I knew I missed
going through the threshold and I knew I would miss that while I was
away. I expected that since I was working for a British organisation,
funded through the British government, that my overseas post would
be credited, but it was not. The letter I received from my Local
Authority was so dismissive. It happened quite soon after I got back
and it was a real kick in the gut, you know: ‘Oh, you’ve just spent two
years overseas, but it doesn’t really matter. You don’t get anything. You
don’t get paid for that; that’s not experience.’ (Louise, a 32 year-old
secondary-trained female volunteer who went to Southern Africa)
Some aspects to the ‘salary increment’ issue can be resolved at the discretion of
the headteacher and anyway vary from school to school, but other aspects seem
systemic. For example, returned teachers reported that they had lost ‘no claim
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difficulties is getting credit/mortgage lines with high street banks and credit
houses after their two-year placement abroad, and there were implications for
pensions too.
Conclusion
Returned volunteers reported that their VSO experience gave them a greater
understanding of the world and a fresh perspective on pressing global issues.
They related how they had become more aware of the problems facing
developing countries and many had become advocates of their placement
countries. This metanoia was also noticeable in their classroom management
and teaching practice, providing volunteers with a wide range of situations in
which to use resources and personal experience from VSO in their day-to-day
teaching. The overseas experience was also reported as having provided
volunteers with an opportunity to rethink their teaching philosophies and
pedagogic methods. Perhaps as a result, following their return to the UK, they
found themselves more confident in their own abilities as curriculum and whole-
school leaders, had higher levels of motivation and enthusiasm for the educative
mission, and were more acutely aware of individual learner differences and more
accepting of the needs of others.
Professionally, the time spent overseas provided an opportunity for intensive
professional re-development. The roles that volunteers typically undertake on
VSO require them to work at a much higher organisational level than would be
the case for them in the UK. Leadership roles include working alongside school
principals and local authorities in challenging arenas and negotiating with
national governments. The VSO experience also provides many with their first
taste of management, but by the end of placement, volunteers have typically
acquired a variety of transferable skills in financial and strategic planning,
operations management, and staff mentoring and appraisal.
Overall, the experience of volunteers returning to UK teaching was mixed. Many
found positions where they could use what they had learned overseas and where
their contribution was openly appreciated. A substantial group moved out of
classroom teaching and into advisory or management roles similar to what they
had been doing overseas, found that the skills and competencies they had
acquired on VSO provided them with a competitive advantage, and as a result
had found promotion rapid and easy. For others, the time spent overseas came
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views on the value of VSO and are inconsistent in how they reward the
experience, if at all. Some adopt an attitude to VSO which causes returning
teachers to miss out in terms of salary and other pay-related entitlements. The
evidence from this research suggests that such a stance is not justified and that
it is, at the very least, a source of anger to returning volunteers and a
discouragement to potential recruits. In contrast, other authorities recognise that
VSO brings a much-needed international perspective - and much else of
relevance to the UK’s multi-cultural environment - to schools and teaching.
The main implications of the research lie in the areas of support and advocacy.
VSO does provide a range of resources to support teachers in their return-
transition to the UK, but these measures are achieving uncertain outcomes. For
some returning volunteers, the support programmes are badly timed and are
not tailored to suit their individual needs; in other cases, the support materials
are poorly developed. Neither are part of a ‘systems approach’ to providing
appropriate and customised support for returning volunteers whose time
overseas brings not inconsiderable benefits to the UK.
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